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Chapter 1 
 
How the Lemurs Were Marooned 
 
 At the close of the BBC’s recent documentary series Madagascar: Island of 
Marvels, David Attenborough holds a fossilized egg of the extinct Elephant bird; he 
marvels that these birds laid eggs “larger than dinosaur eggs” and mourns the loss of an 
endemic species that disappeared soon after humans landed on Madagascar’s shores 2000 
years ago. While the series is dedicated to the “extraordinary wildlife” on the island, it 
frames these wildlife encounters through the story of David Attenborough tracing the egg 
through time to the causes of its extinction—the result is an enthusiastic glorification of 
Madagascar’s biodiversity menaced by undertones of inevitable species extinction.  As 
Attenborough claims that “only during the last few decades have we started to appreciate 
this curious land,” and urges us to “discover more before it’s too late,” the camera pans to 
the first Malagasy in the film—who is presented, like the others who follow, abusing the 
environment in various agricultural activities (Gray et al 2011).  Here, the BBC captures 
the challenge of conservation in Madagascar through Western media portrayals—
marvelous creatures that exist nowhere else trying to live on the same island as the 
“poverty-stricken” people who have been eroding this biodiversity since their arrival.   
 David Attenborough is not the only environmentalist to value Madagascar for the 
“marvelous creatures” resulting from its isolation. Conservation biologist John Terborgh 
refers to Madagascar as an “evolutionary museum” and an “evolutionary time warp,” 
while author Peter Tyson completes the humans-as-visitors metaphor by describing the 
island as a “real world Jurassic Park” (Gray et al.: 2011; Tyson 2000: 1). In such media 
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depictions of Madagascar, the Malagasy are frequently portrayed as less indigenous than 
the extinct endemic species. In light of Terborgh’s pessimism for the future of 
biodiversity conservation—he describes the tomblike appearance of bare bedrock 
“glinting in the sun” throughout the highlands—perhaps the nickname evolutionary 
mausoleum would have been more apt. In Gerald Durrell’s The Aye-Aye and I and 
Tyson’s The Eighth Continent, enthusiasm over fingertip-size chameleons and moths the 
size of Regency fans is matched only by nostalgia over species that vanished before 
Western environmentalists could observe them (Durrell 1992:1; Tyson 2000). Under the 
narrative of Madagascar as an island marooned in time, the remaining wildlife are always 
imagined with extinct predecessors and the growing threat of impoverished local 
populations. 
 In environmental discourse, biodiversity hotspots are defined as the “richest 
reservoirs” of biodiversity whose value is articulated through the severity of human 
threats against them; Conservation International’s claim that “the most remarkable places 
on Earth are also the most threatened,” establishes both a hierarchy of “valuable” 
environments and the emergency of their degradation (Conservation International 2007).  
In Madagascar, this emergency manifests in deforestation; at a rate of 150,000 hectares of 
primary forest cleared every year and the current cover of six million hectares, the 
primary forests of Madagascar will be cleared in 40 years (Ingram and Dawson 2005; 
Simsik 2002: 233; Sussman et al. 1994).    
Yet, while Madagascar may be geographically isolated, it is by no means 
marooned in time or space. Human-environment interactions in Madagascar are the 
byproduct of species migration and interaction throughout the Indian Ocean network; 
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humans have facilitated, cultivated, and been victim in turn to the collision of ecosystems 
on the Madagascan stage (Randranja and Ellis 2009). While degradation is often 
measured through quantifiable criteria like soil fertility, understanding degradation 
necessitates contextualizing environmental damage. (Sussman et al 1994). As Paulson 
and Gezon claim, “environmental understanding involves not only the measurement of 
soil fertility and the mapping of forest cover but also an awareness of what motivates 
people to cut down trees and make productive decisions that contribute to the leaching of 
soils” (Paulson and Gezon 2005:137).   
Fortunately, conservation projects in Madagascar today do involve conversations 
with local populations—unfortunately, these conversations involve translating 
conservation principles to the local scale, with no re-translating local conceptions of 
“moral land-use” into the discourse of international conservation (Scales 2012; Nazarea 
2006). My research in the hotels, villages, visitor centers, and forests that make up 
protected areas in Madagascar unpacks the consequences of this one-sided translation. 
Does the failure to incorporate local knowledge and marginalization of local concerns 
undermine conservation efforts? How do these integrated conservation and development 
programs in Madagascar impact food security in the communities closest to the park? 
How porous are the boundaries around parks—do the resources and services that flow 
across park boundaries differ between public and private parks? What does this entail for 
international conceptions of the “conservation emergency” in Madagascar?   
My research argues that integrated conservation and development projects in 
Western Madagascar fail to incorporate village-specific conceptualizations of the 
environment into land-use regulations. This over-generalization makes the dual 
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objectives of conservation and development impossible; projects preserve biodiversity at 
the cost of local food security, or fail to protect biodiversity under the pressure of local 
subsistence needs. In this chapter, I discuss how indigenous landscapes have been 
separated from indigenous people in conservation discourse—particularly through the 
construction of the term biodiversity. Then I present political ecology as a framework to 
understand how various lives—plant, animal, human—negotiate land-use in physical and 
social environments. Political ecology investigates how social systems of access to and 
power over resources manifest in physical changes to the environment; as such it proves 
flexible enough to account for the types of resource access in an environment as varied 
and contested as Madagascar’s (Paulson and Gezon 2005). 
 
The Birth of Biodiversity: Finding a Name for Environmental Variability 
“The act of naming is never innocent.” 
  -Arturo Escobar 
 Biodiversity was first brought into conservation discourse in the late 1980s as a 
way to measure the health of ecosystems (Escobar 1999). Although it was introduced 
academically in conservation biology, biodiversity was brought into international public 
discourse most visibly at the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development—
also called the Rio Summit (Escobar 1998; Nazarea 2006).  At the Rio Summit 
biodiversity was defined in policy as “the variability among living organisms from all 
sources and the ecological complexes of which they are part,” and 178 countries signed 
on to “create systems of protected areas to conserve in situ biodiversity” in the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (Naughton-Treves et al 2005: 222, Nazarea 2006).  
However, naming biodiversity did far more than identify a term to explain species 
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variation—it defined how the “quality” of the environment could be quantifiably 
measured, and simultaneously defined the best means to conserve it (Escobar 1998). As 
such, biodiversity is not an objective measure of species richness, but an argument about 
environmental decline. Dr. Virginia Nazarea questions if species loss is even detrimental; 
she argues, “is biodiversity a thing that exists in nature or just a conceptual and 
opportunistic sleight-of-hand to serve some hidden agenda? Because evolution is an 
ongoing process with species lost and species gained all the time, is biodiversity 
conservation simply an alarmist call to create mass hysteria or a charismatic lure to 
generate funding or sell books?” (Nazarea 2006: 318). 
 Defining environmental damage as biodiversity loss “articulated a master 
narrative of biological crisis” by implying that a grave amount of irreversible damage had 
already been done (Escobar 1998: 55).  Similarly, prioritizing biodiversity established 
who was best equipped to solve environmental crises, as “you’ve got to know 
[biodiversity] to use it, and you’ve got to use it to save it” (Jazen 1992). Prioritizing 
biodiversity created a “network to move objects, resources, knowledge, and materials,” 
but also determined who had access to this network (Escobar 1998: 56). Biodiversity 
discourse goes “way beyond the scientific domain.”  As a descriptor of biological variety, 
it could be separated into functional or structural terms, but instead encompasses not only 
variety but also the significance of biodiversity loss to ecosystem function (Escobar 1998: 
55). Biodiversity discourse not only describes biological variation: it reinforces its own 
importance through conservation programming.  The resulting “vast institutional 
apparatus systematically organizes the production of forms of knowledge and types of 
power, linking one to the other through concrete strategies and programs” (Escobar 
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1998:56). 
 However, establishing biodiversity discourse as a social construction does not 
negate its usefulness; it necessitates instead a theoretical framework that can map flows 
of power and access in biodiversity conservation.  As anthropologist Lisa Gezon argues, 
“embracing the material environment as socially and culturally constructed does not deny 
or even downplay its actual materiality.  Instead, it provides an analytical lens through 
which to understand how social processes contribute to empirically observable landscape 
contours, resource fluctuations, and social differences in access to power, prestige, and 
wealth” (Gezon 2005: 11).  
 The social construction of biodiversity was apparent in conversations throughout 
my six months spent in Madagascar. Malagasy academics and elites I encountered 
defined biodiversity similarly to conservation actors in the United States—an essential 
marker of environmental health. To the rural Malagasy I encountered, efforts to preserve 
biodiversity by conservation program actors seemed like scrambling for an unnecessary 
cause.  As they explained to me, obviously the forest should be saved as an economic and 
spiritual necessity in their lives, but the rigidity and uniformity of conservation programs 
made it impossible for the villagers to continue their livelihoods and respect biodiversity 
as the parks defined it.  The definition of biodiversity is only one example of an 
environmental concept that is folded into Malagasy and Western conservation structures 
across scales; while environmental access is nested in networks of power, who uses the 
environment in Madagascar and how they justify their actions is ultimately particular to 
place. My research provides three case studies of the communities of environmental 
conservation in Madagascar. The remainder of this first chapter introduces political 
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ecology and its place in conservation programs; Chapter 2 provides a dissection of the 
histories of environmental access in Madagascar. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 are ethnographies 
of three distinct encounters between the Malagasy living with the forest under a specific 
kind of conservation program in Madagascar.  The final chapter provides specific 
recommendations for each park I met, and returns to my experience of conservation in 
Madagascar on the national scale. 
 
Untangling Environmental Access: the Political Ecology Approach 
Political ecology lies at the crossroads of ecological, cultural, and economic 
understandings of the environment (Paulson and Gezon 2005: 96). In following the 
tangled pathways of control over the environment in all three of these fields, research 
using political ecology avoids overly deterministic arguments about what causes 
environmental degradation—at the price of identifying a simple “cause” or “problem” in 
conservation.  Piers Blaikie and H. C. Brookfield first defined political ecology as the 
combination of “the concerns of ecology” and “a broadly defined political economy” 
(Paulson and Gezon 2005: 2). In anthropology, political ecology corrects the oversights 
of cultural ecology; in determining the effect of the environment on human behavior, 
cultural ecology has been critiqued for over-reliance on population and technology as 
drivers of social change and over-centralizing social relations of production, in effect 
reducing culture to “protein and profit” (Orlove 2006:209s). 
 Political ecology argues that relations of power in human affairs impacts the 
environment, takes place on multiple scales, and is politically negotiated. By representing 
the local in isolation, narratives of land-use ignore the role of national and international 
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systems, whether political, social, or economic.  Narratives that ignore the global scale 
neglect influences on land-use in local communities by the central government, such as 
road infrastructure, inflation, and trade barriers (Terborgh 1999: 169).  Over-reliance on 
overpopulation, poor land management, or inappropriate technology displaces agency for 
environmental degradation from individuals, but inadequately represents influences from 
actors outside the community (Marcus 2001). In her ethnography on conservation in 
Northern Madagascar, Lisa Gezon argues that global influences are an active part of local 
communities, and that land-use decisions in the local community must be contextualized 
by national and international conservation structures (Gezon 2006). Furthermore, 
political ecology questions dynamics in local communities themselves, recognizing that 
communities are differentiated by class, race, ethnicity, gender, and other social 
categories (Reford 2006).  In the cultural collisions of modernization, class differences 
are actively constructed and renegotiated by cultures where “markets, social inequalities, 
conflict, and social and cultural disintegration are all part of incorporating the local into 
the global” (Paulson and Gezon 2006: 25). Postructuralist thinking implies that every 
community—no matter how small or isolated—is impacted by global social trends, 
defining political ecology as “cultural ecology under globalization.” (Gezon 2006: 19) 
Furthermore, the flow of power among these social categories is encoded in the political 
system. Here, politics is defined as “practices and process through which power is 
wielded and negotiated” rather than referring to only local or national governments.  
Gezon argues that politics can be found in “all kinds of unsuspecting places;” since  
“people’s ecological knowledge and land-use practices vary according to political 
positionings,” studies of the environment require defining communities and identifying 
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local, national, and transnational flows of power and influence over environmental 
decisions (Paulson and Gezon 2005: 27). To understand a place one has to understand a 
people; understanding a community means decoding political relationships and 
hierarchies among the people.  Political ecology is uniquely suited to this task, as it is 
founded on identifying multiple and contradictory influences on environmental decisions 
made by local and non-local communities. 
 
Here Today, Gone Tomorrow: Biodiversity Conservation in Practice 
 As biodiversity conservation involves protecting not only charismatic wildlife but 
complete ecosystems, conservation programs prioritizing biodiversity have stressed 
partitioning off protected areas; discourse in the past 30 years over these programs has 
mostly debated the porousness of these boundaries (Anderson and Berglund 2003; 
Jonathan and McShane 1992; Oates 1999; Wells 1992).  As Lisa Gezon summarizes, 
biodiversity preservation began in “fortress-style” conservation, which required the 
exclusion of local populations (Brandon 1998; Kramer 1997). With the rise of sustainable 
development discourse (most visibly during the same 1992 Rio Earth Summit where 
biodiversity preservation was introduced), the Integrated Conservation and Development 
Program (ICDP) was introduced and put into practice in parts of Africa, South America, 
and Southeast Asia (Agrawal and Gibson 1999; Bechan 2002; Adams and McShane 
1992; Wilson 1997). In the wake of late-1990s development disillusionment, 
conservation biologists published critiques of ICDPs as an overly-inclusive attempt to 
have the best of both conservation and development, which inevitably failed at both 
(Oates 1999; Terbourgh 1999). Today, in theory approaches that rely less heavily on 
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boundaries are being discussed, but in practice conservation programs still rely on 
fortress or integrated conservation.  Although literature published on conservation spans 
the past two centuries, the literature discussed in this paper centers on biodiversity 
discourse, in particular the debate between where boundaries should be established, and 
who or what should be allowed to cross them. 
 As is implied by the term “fortress,” closed-boundary conservation involves a 
physical boundary around the protected area; this actual or imagined “fence” separates 
local people from conservation workers and “protected nature”.  As Adams and McShane 
argue in their critique The Myth of Wild Africa, “fences seek to preserve a pristine 
wilderness that never existed while they endanger cultures that long ago adapted to living 
with wild animals . . . creating a park means removing whoever happens to live on the 
newly protected land, and keeping them out. Fences simply add an exclamation point” 
(Adams and McShane 1992: 58). Integrated conservation and development projects  
(ICDPs) recognized that local populations conserve the environment, but in different 
ways than the National Parks approach developed in the United States; Smith and 
Wishnie explain: 
Conservation of biodiversity for its own sake, and preservation of the wilderness 
for recreation or aesthetic admiration, are goals that may make sense to urbanized 
elites in industrial society. Bur for subsistence-based societies, these appear to be 
foreign concepts . . . members of such societies are likely to pursue enhancement 
of the resources needed for livelihood, safeguarding of homelands from 
exploitation by outsiders, and allocation of subsistence effort to the most 
rewarding areas and resources currently available. These choices will often have 
the effect of conserving habitat and biodiversity, but they will not necessarily be 
designed to do so and may at times have the opposite consequence. (Smith and 
Wishnie 2000: 516) 
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Sustainable development attempted to “conserve the environment” under both 
these definitions by bringing these subsistence-based economies into industrial society 
while preserving natural resources. Some integrated conservation and development 
techniques include incorporating local populations into programming through guiding or 
program management, using ecotourism as an economic driver, allowing partial-land use 
through semi-porous park boundaries, and distributing funds to local communities as 
reimbursement for land loss.  This merging of social development with conservation has 
spread conservation discourse into international development discourse and policy, as 
“twenty-five years ago, protected areas were largely the domain of ecologists, forestry 
officials, and the occasional land use planner . . . now they are included in the 
international arena as part of the millennium development goals” (Nauton-Treves et al. 
2005: 220). The anthropologist Paige West argues in her ethnography on ICDPs in Papua 
New Guinea, Conservation is Our Government Now, that social benefits like education 
and medical services were once the responsibility of the government, but now local 
communities expect modernization from conservation programs. This uneven balance 
between national and international involvement in economic development has led to 
social stratification and unequal access to resources. Protected areas are now supposed to 
do far more than conserve biological diversity; “these areas are charged with improving 
social welfare; guarding local security, and providing economic benefits across multiple 
scales, objectives traditionally relegated to the development sector” (Naughton-Treves et 
al 2005: 239). Unfortunately, not only has this resulted in a lack of economic progress for 
local communities, but in some cases merging conservation with development has 
resulted in economic regression, as conservation programs interrupted indigenous 
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systems of social welfare and provided misguided or maladapted compensation for these 
systems (Harper 2002;  Logan and Moseley 2002). 
In light of this failure of social development for local communities, conservation 
biologists John Oates and John Terborgh argue that ICDPs are also failing to protect 
biodiversity, and question if conservation and development are even compatible 
ideologies. As Oates states, “Sustainable use of part of the earth is not equivalent to 
conserving the biological diversity of the area” (Oates 1999:58). Terborgh argues that 
sustainable land use is economically impossible, as use necessitates resource destruction. 
In reference to local communities benefitting from ecotourism or having partial-access to 
forest resources, he states “sustainable use of non-timber products is an admirable notion, 
but it is too burdened with fragile assumptions to be the basis of a long-term conservation 
plan” (Terborgh 1999: 139).  He claims that systems assuming that financial 
reimbursement makes local communities economically competitive are inherently wrong, 
as “subsistence farmers are not competing, they are surviving” (Terborgh 199: 147). This 
exaggerates the isolation of local communities—most are connected to the larger 
economy—but his point that financial compensation is insufficient in subsistence 
communities that have lost agricultural land has also been made by social scientists in 
Madagascar (Sommerville et al 2010; Sodikoff 2009). John Oates debunks the myth of 
the “ecologically noble savage”—a term introduced by Orlove and Brush to explain the 
idealization of rural land-use practices. Conservation organizations perpetuate this in the 
narrative that “left to their own choices, poor rural people in the tropics will inevitably act 
as good wildlife conservationists,” but that subsistence societies (like industrial societies) 
maximize short term gain at the cost of the environment (Oates 1999: 44).  He argues that 
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these communities imagined as discrete socially homogenous units by conservation 
programs do not exist; as is the case with larger populations, small-scale subsistence 
societies are controlled by hierarchies with varying access to power, and the material 
benefits of conservation oftentimes only go to bureaucrats and political leaders.  
Oates and Terborgh also argue that ICDPs address environmental threats on the 
wrong scale; not only are they not providing the right benefits to local people, but they 
attempt to address environmental pressures that trace back to the national scale only in 
the areas proximate to the parks.  As Terborgh claims, the biggest challenges of 
conservation is not local use of swidden agriculture, but rather “inequalities of power, 
wealth, exhaustion of natural resources, corruption, lawlessness, poverty, and social 
unrest” (Terborgh 1999: 17).  Oates uses his personal experiences with African 
conservation programs as evidence, claiming that the parks failed not because of 
“inherent flaws to the park, but economic, social, and political problems developing in 
Africa during this period” (Oates 199: 132).  Not only do ICDPs fail to address national 
influence in local politics and practices, but “integrating” local populations by allowing 
them to stay inside the park “imposes second-class citizenship” by restricting their 
resources use in comparison with communities outside the park.  The picture at the close 
of Oates’ Myth and Reality in the Rain Forest and Terborgh’s Requiem for Nature is of 
international organizations clinging to maladapted development strategies while precious 
biodiversity is whittled away from the inside out. “Conservation as a humanitarian aid 
project,” Oates argues, results in a “world conservation strategy that is paternalistic and 
political” (Oates 1999: 54).  Jonathan and McShane argued that African societies were 
best equipped to manage their own conservation systems; Oates claims that over-
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indulgence in economic development is an “exercise in materialism at local, national, and 
international levels.” (Oates 1999; xv). Escobar calls this the “merchandising of 
biodiversity.” (Escobar 1998: 75).   
Ironically, political ecologists are equally dissatisfied with ICDPs for the same 
reasons—under-representation of local community diversity and hierarchy, and 
misinterpretation of global effects on the local scale—but come to the opposite 
conclusion, arguing that the park system needs to deconstruct its boundaries even further 
into a landscape approach that preserves regional biodiversity corridors.  Lisa Gezon’s 
reader in political ecology presents ICDPs as technical solutions to nonlocal policies and 
capital flows, and also presents Escobar’s claim that ICDPs are “capitalizing nature, not 
only through actual land use but also through control over local indigenous knowledge 
with utilitarian value (Escobar 2005: 99).  Anthropologists argue for the use of 
ethnography in recognizing global processes on the local scale. 
The issue here concerns not so much sustainability writ large (which is to say: in 
global terms, can economic growth be sustained without permanently subverting 
the long-term potential of the natural resource base?) as it concerns sustainability 
writ small (can precarious, poorly documented/understood economic sub-systems 
remain viable and still conserve their natural resource base?) (Anderson and 
Berglund 2003:198) 
 
Whether or not the final conclusion is in defense of biodiversity or indigenous 
communities, discourse on biodiversity conservation always returns to the importance of 
place. Biologists and social scientists alike argue that landscapes are the results of local, 
national, and international politics; as international conservation discourse increasingly 
concerns the local, discourse in the local must be analyzed and represented to the 
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international community if the issue of which “nature” is to be protected, and what types 
of boundaries actually work, is to be resolved. 
 
“Gasy ianareo”: Essentializing Ethnicity in Madagascar 
 Political control of land-use in Madagascar has played an active role in the 
creation of ethnic identities among the Malagasy. Depending on whom you ask, there are 
eighteen ethnic groups in Madagascar; the ethnic groups among whom I did my 
fieldwork live in Central and Western Madagascar and include the Merina, Sakalava, 
Betsileo, Antandroy, and many more I never encountered. “Officially” knowing 
someone’s ethnic identity in Madagascar is impossible; ethnic groups are fluid, dynamic, 
and have always been used as a political tool.  Ethnic identities have been disputed by the 
Malagasy and non-Malagasy alike; ethnicity can be “earned” through a livelihood (Astuti 
1995), or claimed through identification with a common lineage (Middleton 2002: 196), 
regional population (Esoavelomandroso 2001: 322), or language dialect (Lambek 2001: 
306). The naming of ethnic identities is always a political act with economic 
consequences. Although many ethnic identities that exist today were used before the 
colonial period, the French colonial government constructed the eighteen “officially 
recognized” ethnic identities and fixed them geographically to ease tax collection. This 
was a part of the broader strategy of indirect rule, where “chiefs were appointed and 
identified with specific territories around carefully defined ethnic labels” (Rrandrianja 
and Ellis 2009: 200). As a result, ethnic categories used today are overly prescriptive and 
geographically defined. 
 Unfortunately, these same labels have been used by government organizations in 
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conservation discourse; the result is “policy that has been based on a narrative that 
attaches particular land use practices to ethnic identities” (Scales 2011: 68). Not only do 
“such stereotypes ignore the history and fluidity of identity and land-use,” they have real 
ramifications in policy and land-access for the Malagasy—even during the limited 
populations I met during the course of my fieldwork. The Malagasy I met introduced 
themselves as the ethnic groups I attribute to them in the paper; that by no means implies 
that the people I interviewed were more or less adept at cultivation or conservation 
according to their ethnicity or social grouping.  I chose to write about the Malagasy as 
they spoke about themselves to me; however, even as I use ethnic labels I recognize that 
the name “Betsileo” may mean one thing to a certain Malagasy, and another thing 
entirely to their neighbor.   
 Ethnic labels are particularly relevant when discussing local land use, as certain 
ethnic groups are stereotyped as being “better” at land management and others are seen 
as “lazy” and “wasteful” with land (Scales 2011: 68).  In conservation practice, over-
reductionist views of culture are couched in development jargon; education is portrayed 
as the solution to local resistance to conservation programs. This undermines local 
resistance, portraying it as the product of ignorance rather than actual experiences living 
and cultivating in the local environment.  Development philosophies like these where 
“traditional structures and values must be totally replaced by a set of modern values” are 
part of modernization theory introduced in the 1960s (So 1990: 35). Arturo Escobar and 
other scholars have critiqued development that “universalizes and homogenizes world 
cultures in an ahistorical fashion” and culture is seen as an obstacle to development that 
mimics American and European societies (Escobar 1995: 8).  Escobar claims, 
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“development has relied exclusively on one knowledge system—namely, the Western 
one;” I argue that conservation relies on one environmental knowledge system. Practices 
that under-value local cultures in development have been inherited by integrated 
conservation and development programs; conservation programs funded by Western 
elites dictate the best way to value an environment. ICDPs attempt to incorporate local 
environmental practices in their programming, but essentialize local ways of belonging 
to the environment. There is no single Malagasy model of nature, nor are there discrete 
models of nature between ethnic groups. I would argue that the most cohesive models of 
nature are found at the level of the village, where the reciprocity between environmental 
change and cultural decisions of land-use is experienced most similarly among social 
groups. The next chapter introduces Malagasy land-use practices through the colonial 
French perspective, the conceptions of international conservation organizations, and the 
perspective of rural Malagasy themselves. This Malagasy perspective is by no means 
uniform across or within ethnic groups, but is constantly negotiated among social groups 
across the physical landscape. 
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Chapter 2 
 
Red and Green Island 
 
“Parks may be ecological islands, but they are part of the social and political mainland.” 
-Kent Redford, Katrina Brandon, Steven Sanderson 
 
 If the purpose of conservation is the perfect preservation of unique ecosystems, 
conservation in Madagascar failed from the moment the first boat arrived. Human land-
use and Madagascar's biodiversity have been negatively correlated since their first 
encounter. From the moment Madagascar split from what would become India and Africa 
170 million years ago, its species began to evolve in complete geographic isolation from 
human interaction.  Furthermore, human interaction in Madagascar is no longer limited to 
Indonesian and East African seafarers. Today, over 21 million people inhabit the “Green 
Island,” half of whom are under 15 years of age.   74 percent live below the poverty line 
(as defined by UNICEF) and 92 percent of Madagascar’s poor live in rural areas (CIA 
World Factbook; Harper 2002: 75). Early European explorers called Madagascar the 
“Green Island” and praised it as a biological Eden; in cynical reflection of the already 
rampant deforestation and three-percent population growth, Madagascar has recently 
been nicknamed the “Red Island,” in reference to the “soft red laterite soil eroding from 
deforested hillsides” (Kaufmann 2001:1). 
 The United Nations Development Program describes Madagascar as one of the 
world’s “poorest countries…not only by production but also by quality of life” (Marcus 
2001: 383).  With inflation averaging 21 percent and import costs rising despite tariff 
reductions, the cost of rice—Madagascar’s staple food—has risen sharply.  Since 2001, 
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prices of the country’s chief exports, coffee and vanilla, have stagnated along with the 
GNP—all part of an economic downturn since liberalization in the early 1990s. (Marcus 
2001).  Wealth and commerce is concentrated in the capital (Antananarivo) and the 
highlands in general, which are primarily populated by the Merina.  Of the Malagasy’s 18 
ethnic groups, the Merina have dominated the economic and political sectors since the 
reign of Andrianapoinamerina—Madagascar’s first nationally recognized king ruling in 
the late 18th century (Harper 2002: 78).  While the delineation of ethnic groups is highly 
contested in Madagascar, the population is sorted geographically into two groups—the 
highlanders and the coastal people. Political control over pre-colonial Madagascar was 
disputed between the two largest ethnic groups, the predominantly African migrants on 
the west coast generally called the Sakalava, and the Polynesian-descended Merina of the 
highlands. Merina control of international trade was established under 
Andrianapoinamerina’s reign and cemented under French colonial rule. Today, economic 
and political power continues to be dominated by the Merina; while each ethnic group 
has its own dialect, the Merina dialect of Malagasy is taught in all public schools. My 
host families on the west coast laughed when they told me that even the Merina were 
vazaha—foreigners— when they travelled to the West coast, as they had to hire 
translators to understand the Malagasy spoken there.  Stating that highlanders and coastal 
peoples have access to different resources due to this prioritizion of the Merina dialect in 
the education system in Madagascar is paraphrasing an extensive discussion by both 
Malagasy, European, and American scholars; although the extent of stratification 
between highlanders and coastal people cannot be fully explored here, the influence of 
this power relationship on land use stereotypes will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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Despite a large disparity in material wealth and modernity between the highlands 
and the coastal areas, nearly all the Malagasy have experienced globalization in one form 
or another. As Harper explains in her ethnography of the Betsileo, 
No matter how remote a village, its inhabitants have ridden in cars, listened to 
radios, maybe even watched television sets. They have all seen well-dressed 
Asians, Europeans and Americans packing cameras, notebooks, computers, tape 
recorders, or Bibles. Most rural residents engage in economic exchange of one 
sort or another with people from other regions, countries, or continents.  (Harper 
2002: 49) 
 
Much of the debate between Madagascar’s status as the “Red Island” or the “Green 
Island” center on the biodiversity that earns the nation its third nickname, “Jewel of the 
Indian Ocean.”  In the eastern rainforests there are “lemurs as big as a four-year-old child 
and others that are small enough to fit in a coffee cup” (Durrell 1992: 25).  In the south, 
spiny forests proliferate to lend the desert landscape comparisons to an alien planet. In 
the west, baobabs like giant elephant feet loom at the fringes of limestone pinnacles over 
fifty meters tall.  In the Western imagination, Madagascar is a “treasure trove…[where] if 
the mysterious forests are left intact and explored carefully, new and astonishing species 
are still to be found” (Durrell 1992: 25).    
 This excerpt from Gerald Durrell’s The Aye-Aye and I is characteristic of 
literature introducing Madagascar’s environment; it neglects to mention that people have 
been living on the same island as these endemic species for the last 2,000 years, and 
continue to negotiate their livelihoods among the lemurs. Entire academic careers have 
been devoted to the ties between global conservation paradigms and local livelihoods in 
Madagascar—this chapter is not intended to represent this literature or Malagasy identity 
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in full. Indeed, Malagasy identity is almost as variable as the island’s 22 million 
inhabitants. In this chapter I introduce my experience of Malagasy land use and identity; I 
use the ethnographies of Janice Harper and Lisa Gezon as additional portrayals of these 
terms, and situate what it means to use the environment as a Malagasy in a historical 
context.  
 
Vary sy Loaka: Rice, Tavy, and Malagasy Cultivation 
 Of the words to describe a meal in Malagasy, two are most frequently used—
vary, which is the word for rice, and loaka, the word for anything that you put on rice.  
Every family I lived with ate rice for every meal or told me they would do so if they 
could afford it; a saying in the highlands is “a Malagasy is never full until he eats rice.”  
Therefore, provided that they can afford rice, the quality of a meal is dependent upon the 
loaka—which can range from crushed leaves to meat with vegetables.  Rice is not just the 
most commonly eaten food but a significant part of the culture; nationwide, the preferred 
variety of rice is varymena, red rice only grown in the highlands. National sovereignty in 
rice production has been a continuing goal of the government, not only for economic 
reasons but for social representation of national identity as well.  Rice fields “produce not 
only rice but also lived experiences of kin groups, community, and perception of rights in 
land and its use” (Gezon 2006: 97).  As many rural Malagasy explained to me, “we grow 
rice because we are Malagasy, we are Malagasy because we eat rice.” 
 Unfortunately, seasonal food shortages are an intrinsic part of Malagasy rice 
cultivation.  As rice is grown during the rainy season from January to March, the dearth 
of rice on the market during that season causes an annual spike in the price of rice and an 
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increase in imports.  Following the rice intensification schemes in the 1960s Malagasy 
rice accounted for one-fourth of all African rice production; Madagascar began heavily 
importing rice in the early 1990s following the socialist era (1975-1993) and has not been 
self-sufficient in rice production since (Gezon 2006:107).   Unfortunately, this leaves the 
Malagasy victim to the global rice market; as “few African countries can achieve food 
security through reliance on imports,” the Malagasy government aims to increase 
production and reduce costs (Morgan and Solarz 1994:57). International aid seems to 
exacerbate the problem, as “attempts to promote rural development and investment in 
small production by the World Bank have not, on the whole, succeeded and have been 
followed by the structural adjustment programs of the Bank and the IMP which have 
done so little for agriculture” (Morgan and Solarz 1994: 57). 
 While every Malagasy would prefer to eat rice, not all of them can grow it. 
Irrigated rice cultivation is most prevalent in the highlands; irrigated agriculture is also 
practiced in the north and west, but other crops such as corn, cassava, and lentils are 
commonly grown through Malagasy swidden agriculture, called tavy.  Tavy is generally 
practiced where the slope or soil fertility can’t support irrigated rice cultivation; 
traditionally it involves clearing and burning primary or healthy secondary forest, 
planting crops for a few seasons, and then fallowing the field until the forest is 
significantly replaced  (Harper 2002: 65). Swidden agriculture has been practiced in 
indigenous communities throughout the tropics; it can be practiced with great ecological 
knowledge and success, and with a low population density has been “the ideal way to 
exploit the tropical environment while conserving it”  (Russell 1988: 92). But an 
ecosystem’s capacity to recover after swidden agriculture is highly dependent upon low 
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population density—in the context of high population growth tavy is a synonym for 
poverty and deforestation.  In my experience, tavy can still be practiced in small 
communities in a sustainable way, but is frequently environmentally destructive in 
growing communities. 
 As swidden agriculture today is practiced in places with low soil fertility and high 
population growth, tavy has a bad reputation in conservation ciricles as essentially 
destructive (Finn 1983).  Conservation literature published in Madagascar perpetuates 
stereotypes that swidden agriculture is the “simple, lazy man’s habit of growing a garden 
that the term “slash and burn” suggests” rather than an “intensive agricultural strategy 
that regenerates the land as much as it depletes it” (Harper 2002: 67). The savannahs 
between Western Madagascar and the highlands are evidenced as proof of tavy’s 
destruction force, as brochures in National Parks claim that slash and burn agriculture 
destroyed the vast central forests of Madagascar. This “origin myth” of destruction from 
tavy masks doubts that these forests existed at all, as “ecologists have been criticizing this 
theory on the basis of paleobotanical evidence…revealing the existence of extensive 
savannahs long before human occupation” (Burney 1997; Kull 2002).   
 Through his fieldwork conducted in Western Madagascar, the anthropologist Ivan 
Scales demonstrated that international or even national conservation perceptions of tavy 
are not shared by the rural Malagasy.   In the Sakalava cosmology, forest is considered to 
be tavy fivelomana—“the land where one can create a living”—and simultaneously a 
sacred place where the spirits of the ancestors live. What to preserve as sacred and where 
to practice tavy is negotiated through land-use fady. Fady are taboos specific to 
community, ethnicity, lineage, or region; fady about tavy vary according to the success of 
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the fields, traditional fady of the lineage group, and well-being of the village. This is only 
one example of how rural Malagasy imagine ethical land use; while tavy is universally 
used for subsistence, how it is understood as a moral way to cultivate varies between 
ethnic groups, geographical regions, and even between neighboring villages with similar 
demographic profiles (Scales 2012). 
 The narrative of tavy being the primary contributor to deforestation not only 
creates fictions about the past, but conceals the continuing role of colonialism in 
environmental degradation.  If tavy is the ax that cut the trees, colonial France’s 
agricultural policies were the hand that directed the ax; “colonialism presents a 
globalization project that facilitated the appropriation of Malagasy lands for expatriates 
participating in a global market for cash crops and forestry products and the isolation of 
the Malagasy subsistence rice farmers” (Gezon 2006: 110).  The environmental effects of 
tavy are not to be overlooked—200,000 hectares are transformed into fields through tavy 
every year, while “the continuing extension of systematic cultivation into marginal areas 
coupled with…burning original vegetation is one of the major causes of soil loss and land 
degradation in the present day“ (Darkoh 1987: 28).  But pressure from the government to 
expand cash crops like vanilla and cloves has forced traditional farmers onto marginal 
agricultural lands, where tavy is the only way to cultivate. Tavy is destructive, but the 
Malagasy were not ignorant of its destructive qualities before colonization, and they do 
not continue to practice tavy in ignorance now (Marcus 2001: 382). 
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Controlling Land Use: A Brief History of Conservation 
 While ethnic groups were governed by land-use policies of independent kings 
prior to the 18th century, policies dictating land use for the entire island began with the 
reign of Andrianapoinamerina in the late 18th century. Not only did he use land 
reorganization to extend his domain—he once claimed the island’s coastlines as the 
boundaries of his rice field—but he forced migratory cultivators to remain in one region 
to facilitate tax collection (Randrianja 2009). Ironically, this in turn contributed to 
deforestation as “most people resisted permanent occupation of lands…and shifting 
cultivation continued to be covertly practiced throughout the island.”  Those who created 
permanent dwellings also contributed to agricultural decline, as “the fallow period 
necessary to restore soil nutrients were shortened, and the damaging effects of shifting 
cultivation intensified” (Harper 2002: 81). Disturbing the balance between permanent 
irrigated agriculture and migratory swidden cultivation was a disruption of Malagasy 
ecological adaptation sensitive to low tropical soil fertility. As Nancy Peluso argues in 
Rich Forests, Poor People, oftentimes the places where biodiversity is highest are where 
permanent agriculture is the most difficult; it is not a coincidence that swidden 
agriculture is so well-adapted to soils with low fertility and also practiced in many 
tropical areas (Peluso 1992). 
The French empire inherited the Merina monarchy’s tendency to reorganize land-
use to benefit the capital city of Antananarivo.  From the beginning of its time as a 
colony, Madagascar was facing chronic rice shortages and an agricultural economy 
geared primarily for export.  Through invasive land control policies and bald exploitation, 
“the  colonial era, from 1895 to 1960, was marked by forced labor, land appropriation, 
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taxation, and the introduction of cash crops and forest conservation” (Harper 2002: 85). 
Lucy Jarosz demonstrates in her critique of deforestation analysis in Madagascar, that the 
causes of deforestation go beyond the actual practice that cut down the trees; 
understanding Madagascar’s deforestation is to understand the “dialectic relation between 
land-based resources, human groups, and the global political economy.” (Jarosz 
1993:367).  For instance, “rapid deforestation took place at a time when population 
growth was slow and shifting cultivation banned,” and nearly 70 percent of primary 
forest was destroyed in the years between 1895 and 1925—due to the “state’s economic 
objectives, ideologically expressed as a concern for rational forest management and 
conservation” (Jarosz 1993:366). During the colonial period the most fertile areas were 
devoted to export crops, most prominently coffee and vanilla.  For rural Malagasy, 
dependence on the global economy significantly eroded food security, and cultivators 
began to clear forest slopes for subsistence. 
 In the face of rapid agricultural expansion and with an eye on Madagascar’s 
precious hardwoods, the French colonial government banned tavy and promoted irrigated 
rice agriculture as a sustainable alternative.  The colonial government positioned irrigated 
rice agriculture as “rational” land-use; irrigated agriculture followed European trends of 
intensive cultivation with few fallow periods over a smaller area, and was thus marked as 
environmentally wise. This established the predominant conservation narrative  in 
Madagascar today—Malagasy, European, and American elites justify land reorganization 
as environmental education, portraying themselves as experts in environmental protection 
and portraying rural Malagasy as ignorant to environmentally-savvy land use.  
Furthermore, environmental protection during the French colonial period masked 
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extensive clear-cutting and precious hardwood exportation, demonstrating that “while the 
ban on tavy was directed toward the rural Malagasy farmer, the regulations regarding 
forest exploitation were intended to facilitate and regulate exploitation of the forest for 
European industrialists”  (Harper 2002: 86).  In the wake of preservationist hypocrisy 
tavy became a symbol of resistance, as “peasants interpreted the ban as a form of labor 
control compelling them to work for wages and buy rice, thus losing their independence” 
(Jarosz 1993: 374).  To the Malagasy, forest preservation was nothing new, as “the 
forests had been home to humans who have variously preserved the forest cover for 
protection and concealment” from Malagasy and non-Malagasy political leaders intent on 
controlling land-use (Harper 2002: 92). 
 Deforestation as a result of swidden agriculture exacerbated by population growth 
entered conservation debates only after independence and WWII, most noticeably after 
the International Monetary Fund’s structural adjustment conditions “forced Madagascar 
to join the capitalist world economy after ten years of socialism” (Harper 2002: 93).  In 
1965, five years after independence, thirty experimental forest stations had been 
established by both the French colonial government and the independent Malagasy 
government strongly influenced by the French.  Ex-president Didier Ratsiraka’s rejection 
of French influence earned him extensive public support, with which he led the country 
into a Socialist Democracy characterized by extreme neglect of the rural sector 
(Randrianja 2009).  Reeling from poverty and inflation, in 1980 Madagascar was the first 
socialist state to agree to the structural adjustment policies of the IMF (Morgan 1994). 
The next two decades saw the “introduction of a multitude of international conservation 
development projects, and World Bank agricultural reforms tied to conservation of 
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“megabiodiversity” (Harper  2002: 93). In the early 1990s the Rio Conference “catalyzed 
conservation and other global environmental issues as a global funding priority” and 
USAID identified Madagascar as one of ten most-threatened biodiversity hotspots 
(Gezon 2006: 33).  As part of neoliberal economic reform, privatization was used as a 
path to greater economic productivity and higher rates of conservation (Paulson and 
Gezon 2005: 136). 
 Today, Malagasy conservation is run under the National Environmental Action 
Plan (NEAP), which consists of three five-year phases over the course of the next fifteen 
years.  The first phase was the development of ICDP (integrated conservation 
development programs) in areas classified as biodiversity priorities.  Originally run by 
NGOs, an ICDP is designed to “reduce the pressure on the forest in two ways: by 
providing alternative sources of products taken from protected areas and by raising local 
living standards to provide incentives for people to cooperate with the protected-area 
management goals” (Gezon  2006: 39). In recognition of the ICDP’s failure to reconcile 
the management of protected areas with the social and economic needs of local people 
(Marcus 2001: 383) Phase 2 turned to a regional approach, characterized by the raised 
awareness in “biodiversity corridors” between protected areas.  Phase 3 is supposed to 
mark complete self-sustainability of conservation programs through ecotourism—while 
Madagascar is far from self-sufficient in funding its own conservation programs, now 
ICDP programs are no longer run entirely by international NGOs, but managed through 
ANGAP (the National Association for the Management and Protection of Wild Areas).  
  Although NEAP was designed to counter closed-boundary methods in early 
biodiversity conservation programs, conservation programs in Madagascar do not stray 
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far from the path of fortress conservation, as they are still bounded by the Western-
oriented conservation frameworks of international lending and donor organizations 
(Paulson and Gezon 2005: 140). The perception of tavy as a destructive force practiced 
by people who don’t know how to rationally use the environment is alive and well in 
Madagascar’s National Parks; at one park an ecotourism brochure said that the rural 
Malagasy were bound by “cultural poverty”and that the park would educate them on 
“sustainable” land use.  Simsik argues that misconceptions of local land-use have turned 
into a kind of “conventional wisdom” in program management. Characteristics of this 
“conventional wisdom” are that “all environmental issues in Madagascar are conflated to 
a single problem linked to tavy…poverty is the driving force behind environmental 
degradation… [and that] rural peasants are ignorant of the damage their livelihood 
activities enact upon the environment” (Simsik 2002:238). These beliefs over-generalize 
the heterogeneous environmental pressures that continue to degrade the environment, and 
imply blanket solutions that do not address specific land-use tensions in particular places.  
 
Modern Challenges: the Questionable Success of Integrated Conservation 
While the creation of national parks in Madagascar can be credited to Integrated 
Conservation and Development Programs, these programs were not effective at 
increasing the well-being of villagers in peripheral zones.  “Conservation of the forests of 
Madagscar have contributed to unequal access to land, labor, and cash income” as in the 
empowerment of local communities the “beneficiaries were not necessarily those who 
relinquished rights to the forest” (Harper 2002: 6).  An example is rising food prices near 
Ranomafana National Park—as food vendors sell at “foreigners’ prices,” and get enough 
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business from ecotourism, they refuse to sell at prices locals can afford (Harper 2002: 6).  
Richard Marcus claims that the “weakest component of the ICDP under the first phase of 
the environmental program may have been the integration of conservation and economic 
development.” In his study of ICDPs throughout Madagascar, local people revealed that 
“they do not own the protected areas and view them as foreign interventions, but they are 
glad these areas exist” (Marcus 2001: 384).  The forest is not an inactive force for 
Malagasy bordering protected areas; it is an active symbol of potential profit and 
simultaneously a sacred space representing their natural heritage as Malagasy. The 
Malagasy do not dispute that the forest should be protected in some way—they dispute a 
system that interrupts their former ways of belonging to and protecting a forest.  
The primary obstacle to successful conservation is not, as suggested on ANGAP’s 
website, widespread ignorance of the benefits of biodiversity but rather local people’s 
desire for economic improvement.  Marcus claims among the populations that he studied 
people are well-aware of the value of protected areas, but consider them a luxury they can 
ill-afford (Marcus 2001: 395).  The continuing influence of international conservation 
organizations further distances local populations from participating fully in programs. 
ICDPs are the highest-funded conservation programs in Madagascar; the economic 
disparities between SUV-driving conservation workers (both Malagasy and foreign) and 
local populations hardly encourage significant local contributions to the project (Gezon 
1997). Regardless of the logic of conserving natural resources, “people [are] less ready to 
contribute their own time, labor, and energy to a project that seems to have all the 
resources it needs” (Gezon 1997: 466).   
The negotiation of conservation in Madagascar is immersed in the political, 
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economic, and cultural power struggles that are part of an isolated island’s increasing 
engagement with mainland Africa and the rest of the world.  Unfortunately, the result is a 
conservation system maladapted not only to biodiversity preservation but to local realities 
of subsistence as well.  During her fieldwork, Janice Harper demonstrated that 
Ranomafana National Park was compromising the ability of local populations to practice 
indigenous healing techniques, and did not provide supplementary health infrastructure to 
local populations as the Park had promised. Her ethnography begins and ends with 
deaths; her research strongly implicates the park in human rights abuses perpetuated 
through their integrated conservation program.  She argues: 
While the world in which we battled could hardly be characterized as a 
harmonious Eden before foreigners came along, this once imperfect system 
became impaired even further by both outsiders and insiders, all struggling for 
survival, if not dominance, the forests receded from their grasp.  And as struggles 
for power intensified, rather than diminished, local residents faced greater 
difficulties in reconciling their individual needs with the needs of their 
communities and the needs of the Malagasy state, and finally, with the 
international interests of conservation and globalization. (17) 
 
When human subsistence is reliant upon consumption of natural resources, conservation 
of these resources becomes a web of dichotomies—humans versus the environment, local 
interests versus global interests, “traditional” systems and “modern” cultural change. 
Scholars like Doreen Massey propose specific analysis of place as a mechanism to 
translate interactions between these dichotomies (Gezon 2006:186).  Fundamentally, my 
fieldwork in rural conservation areas was designed in defense of place; my three study 
sites each represent a different way of integrating a local community into a conservation 
program. 
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Research Methodology 
 My study is based on data collected while living for two months in three villages, 
two near Ankarafantsika National Park and one near Kirindy Forest Reserve. While my 
research primarily concerns the subsistence agriculturalists in these villages, I also 
conducted interviews at the Park/Reserve's tourist and researcher facilities. During the 
one month at Ankarafantsika I lived in both Ambarindahy and Ambalambakising for one 
week, and at the park’s tourist station in the research camp for the few days between each 
village. At Kirindy Reserve I lived for two weeks in Kirindy village and for a few days at 
the forest station with tourists, guides, and researchers. In each village I first visited the 
president of the fokontany1 to find a family that could house me for a week, and then 
lived in the household of a villager who generously agreed to take me in. As the design of 
the research was to understand food security from the villagers' perspective, research was 
primarily composed of structured interviews in each village, accompanied by informal 
interviews and participant observation.  
 As a temporary guest of the families, I participated and observed most daily 
activities of the household regarding food preparation and consumption and was able to 
actively participate in harvesting crops in each village. Although it was impossible to 
evaluate the socio-economic status of the households beforehand to randomize 
interviews, I attempted to randomize by choosing households based on house size, 
construction material, and geographic location. I interviewed the president of the 
fokontany in each village; high political status did not seem to correlate with high socio-
economic class.   
                                                
1The fokontany is the lowest level of political organization in Madagascar; the president of the fokontany 
represents the interests of the village and is respected as a community leader and organizer. 
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 The primary obstacle in my research was the language barrier, as my experience 
with Malagasy is limited and French is my second language. To overcome this I was 
fortunate enough to work with a translator who could speak not only Malagasy and 
French but also some English; during the course of interviews we usually ended up 
speaking all three languages, as I would speak Malagasy and French to her and she would 
translate the Malagasy responses into French and occasionally English.  As this allowed 
for more thorough questioning, intrinsically this does result in translation bias—ideally 
the research would be a direct analysis of the villagers' words as each level of translation 
brings in the personal interpretations of the translators. This is particularly the case 
between Malagasy and French, as Malagasy vocabulary can have a tendency towards 
leading questions. For example, one Malagasy word for easy is mora but this word has 
three or four other meanings depending on the context; therefore, the most direct way to 
ask the difficulty of something was to describe it as sarotra (difficult), or tsy sarotra (not 
difficult.) Asking when something is not difficult gives a different response than asking 
when something is easy; although I tried to restrict leading questions in my question 
formation, leading questions were also inherent in the translation of French to Malagasy.  
My translator in Kirindy and I conducted interviews in English and Malagasy; while he 
was far from fluent in English, my Malagasy had improved significantly by this time and 
we were able to communicate successfully. In each case I limited translation bias by 
training my translator in the basic questioning methods of ethnosemantic analysis and 
holding continuing conversations on leading questions and direct translation. 
 The second largest obstacle to my research was insufficient time.  A researcher 
always claims more could have been done at the end of the study had there been more 
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time, and my study is no exception; two weeks in each site was not enough time to gather 
historical data to analyze temporal changes in food security to better predict future food 
security.  Quantitative analysis of the nutrition of the villagers as well as comprehensive 
household resource analysis would also have contributed to my research and was 
impossible to complete.  However, having limited time just necessitates a more specific 
placement of research focus—my study was aimed at understanding the villagers' 
conception of their own food security, and although I lacked the historical context a 
larger time frame would have allowed, I feel as if my research was able to 
comprehensively summarize current and perceived food security from the community 
perspective. 
 Additional biases and challenges in the research include my reception in the 
village as a foreign researcher.  In Ankarafantsika I was introduced to the village by park 
authorities, and although neither village in the Park had been frequently studied by 
vazaha (foreigners) like myself, the previous researchers had all been associated with the 
park or development projects. I attempted to limit this bias by explaining to each 
interviewee that I did not work with the park nor was I part of an aid program, yet any 
exposure to previous researchers leads to a “translation” of responses into what previous 
researchers pursued in interviews.  Kirindy Village had fortunately never been studied 
before, and I was able to introduce myself without the Reserve authorities' influence.  My 
intrinsic biases include my background as a middle-class white female from both small 
towns and mid-size cities in the United States. I attempted to gather data from households 
of varying socio-economic status; I generally evaluated socio-economic status based on 
house-construction material. How I defined and evaluated parameters of contrast in a 
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community, such as socio-economic status, was based on previous observations over the 
course of a semester-long study abroad program throughout northern Madagascar. My 
research was similarly limited by a conservation focus; while all interviews began with 
general inquiry into food security, inevitably my  interviews ended with questions on the 
relationship between the villagers and the protected area.   
 Finally, although I have recorded the existence of illegal activity in the protected 
area, I did not pursue that aspect of land use to protect the community as a vulnerable 
population. Although I used pseudonyms throughout my research, as an undergraduate 
student I don't have the resources necessary to fully protect the identity of a villager from 
a small recognizable village who is illegally using the park, particularly since this 
research was intended to be shared with the research department at the park. Sharing my 
research with the park was not only required by the park authorities as part of my 
research permit, but also is a way to partially reciprocate the generosity of the villages 
studied—while I explained I could not do a development project to help them solve food 
security problems, I could communicate the villagers' comprehension of their own 
precarious situation to the park that controls so much of their land use rights. 
 Inevitably the character of an ethnography reflects the relationship between the 
researcher and the populations they studied; while I explained myself the same way in 
each study site, my relationship with the Malagasy differed greatly in each location. In 
the researchers camp at Ankarafantsika National Park, park authorities were incredulous 
that such a young American could do or would want to do ethnographic research at all. In 
Ambarindahy the villagers first treated me an extension of the park; after days of repeated 
explanation I convinced them otherwise, but then they thought I was doing research on 
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behalf of a local NGO. In Ambalambakising some villagers thought I was a reporter 
doing an exposé on park authorities, and would take me on secret walks to explain how 
they would go into the park illegally to get revenge for the park's misdeeds. In Kirindy  
my interest in local cultivation practices was seen as completely bizarre, so all my 
interviews began with the villagers laughing at my questions instead of answering them. 
These relationships are the greatest strength and greatest weakness of ethnography; 
ultimately, ethnography is a collision of personhood. In each study site, my biases and 
cultures met the Malagasy's biases and cultures and produced a different story. By no 
means are these stories the objective result of all rural villages meeting conservation in 
Madagascar; each of the following chapters is the result of the specific encounter 
between myself and the Malagasy in a particular place and moment in time. I provide 
these accounts not to establish rules but rather as evidence in a larger critique of 
integrated conservation; each is a case study in what it means to be a Malagasy living in a 
community affected by the rush to prevent the “Green Island” from becoming the “Red 
Island.” 
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Chapter 3 
Ambarindahy: “Prisoners of the Forest” 
  
“American women are strong like men!” Mahita said as he threw my backpack 
out of the truck-bed.  I laughed, heaving it onto my shoulders—my old mountaineering 
pack was straining at the seams with pounds of rice, charcoal, beans, and a tent.  Joey—
host sister and translator—hopped down beside me, sending red dust spinning in the air. 
We were on the high savanna and the truck had taken us as far as it would go. Mahita 
thumped the hood with his fist as the truck backed away, honking a brief goodbye as the 
three of us began our hike into Ambarindahy. 
 Mahita and I met in the research camp at Ankarafantsika National Park; in his 
work with Durrell Conservation Trust he had lived in Ambarindahy before and agreed to 
guide me to the village. Of the six “guiding” parks established by ex-president Marc 
Ravalomanana and ANGAP, Ankarafantsika National Park is one of the few parks that 
allow villages to continue to live inside the park under zones of controlled management.  
Whereas villages outside the park are reimbursed financially for the “costs of 
conservation,” villages like Ambarindahy are given land-use rights through the Zones 
d'Occupation Controllé (ZOC) and Zones d'Utilization Controllé (ZUC).   The ZOC 
delineates where the villagers live and have their fields; while there are restrictions on the 
kinds of fertilizer they put into the soil, the villagers are given almost free-reign over the 
land within the ZOC.  This land in hectares is dwarfed by land designated as “controlled 
management” ZUC forest. The road to Ambarindahy is a crumbling sandy path; Mahita 
once told me it was a road for motorcycles during the dry season, and during the wet 
 38 
season just “a slippery walk.” Although there are no constructed markers between the 
ZOC and ZUC, the difference between towering primary-growth forest and the small 
houses and gardens that make up Ambarindahy is immediately apparent. On a map the 
ZOC is a small island in the ocean of the ZUC; in person the effect is much the same—an 
island of a village in an ocean of trees.2 
The Malagasy sense of hospitality can be summarized by the proverb “there is 
only one grasshopper, but we will share it.”  Living space is limited in Ambarindahy, but 
the family who agreed to take Joey and me in said “Mahita is family. You are friends of 
Mahita,” and moved all eight family members into one side of the house so we could stay 
on the other side. Most houses in the village have one or two rooms and are constructed 
of wood and a dirt-based plaster. Roofs are made of raffia with a few exceptions made 
from corrugated metal. When land is limited, expansive living spaces are less important 
than expansive ricefields. Most houses are within ten to fifteen feet of another house; all 
are clustered on the slopes between the irrigated flatlands, and to cross the village, one 
has to wade across the river that irrigates the fields. This river is the primary water source 
for the village, so every inhabitant bathes, drinks, cooks, and washes clothing with the 
water from this river.  
Although there is an elementary school that is well attended, the closest secondary 
school is seven kilometers away and is infrequently attended. There is no health clinic in 
the village, and the nearest hospital is a four-hour drive away. There are no stores in 
Ambarindahy, or even small produce stands as part of the houses. Residents of the village 
or migrating vendors sell produce door-to-door, and manufactured products can be 
bought in the neighboring village of Beftoana seven kilometers away.  Many families 
                                                
2 See Appendix: Ambarindahy land-use map. 
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Photo 1: A view from the highest point in the village. 
 
Photo 2: The road to Ambarindahy in its best conditions. 
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 owned livestock or poultry; the wealthiest families owned omby3, which they rented to 
other families who needed to use an omby-cart to transport produce to Beftoana. When I 
stayed in Ambarindahy, there were forty-five houses and an estimated population of 300 
people; of this population, at least 100 were under ten years old. My first impression of 
the village was its closeness—nobody lives out of earshot, and every backyard is either a 
field or the forest.  As is the case in many Malagasy villages, rice is the backbone of 
Ambarindahy—the village was actually named for its capacity to grow rice. 
Ambarindahy first formed when the region was a Forest Reserve, and the first inhabitants 
were men who came to find work harvesting wood for the French-colonial government.  
They established a community and grew rice while they were there; apparently the 
ground was so fertile that the village was named “the rice fields of men,” or 
Ambarindahy.  Every person I met in Ambarindahy called himself (or herself) a 
mpamboly, translated as farmer or cultivator. Even the village chief, even the teacher at 
the school, first introduced themselves as farmers. 
 As mentioned in Chapter 2, in Malagasy there are two names to describe the parts 
of a meal: vary is the name for rice and loaka is the name for anything that you put on 
your rice. The quality of a meal is measured by the quality of the loaka; loaka with meat 
and vegetables is the most expensive, nutritious, and rare. The most commonly eaten 
loaka in the village is ananas, which literally is any kind of leaf from a cultivated or wild 
plant that is ground up and cooked to become a paste-like sauce. Rice is always the 
preferred dish, but during the seasonal periods of shortage people eat corn or manioc and 
supplement their meal with massiba4 (wild yam) taken from the forest or sold in the 
                                                
3 Omby is the Malagasy word for zebu, a domesticated animal similar to a cow. 
4 Massiba is the name of this particular tuber only in the region around Mahajanga; it is also commonly 
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village. As my stay in the village was right before the rice harvest in March, we ate 
massiba abundantly and frequently. The majority of families eat three times a day, and 
are rarely hungry after a meal, but acknowledge that the limited variety of what they eat 
is not nutritionally sufficient for their children.  As one mother stated, “there's always 
loaka because there's ananas,” but the majority of families interviewed eat meat less than 
five times a year; the wealthiest families claimed they could eat meat once a week during 
the time of harvest, and the poorest said they could only eat meat once a year. Some 
villagers had small vegetable gardens next to their houses, but were unable to create large 
gardens bordering the fields because the lambo (wild boars) in the surrounding forest 
would eat any crops grown outside the village. 
 Another challenge in foraging for a variety of food is that foraging takes a lot of 
time, and regardless of gender most villagers were working the fields every day.  A new 
father told me “when it rains, we can eat fish, because that is the only time I have the 
time to go fishing.” From the time that they are old enough to work, every member of the 
family works in the rice-fields. During the harvest-time, women sometimes cook meals to 
bring to their families in the field instead of working all day in the fields themselves. 
Generally this task falls to adolescent girls or grandmothers so that the most productive 
laborers can do most of the fieldwork. Most families work the fields six out of seven days 
a week, and while there is always somebody at the house resting from working the fields, 
there is equally someone at the fields trying to grow what they need to keep the family 
from hunger. The general conclusion of the village was that they were not well nourished, 
but their bellies were full; “we are not hungry, but we are not well-fed.” 
                                                                                                                                            
referred to as ovy, the word for potato. Based on Bram Tucker’s research, my best guess at the scientific 
name is Dioscorea bemandry. 
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 However, subsistence agriculture doesn't necessarily mean that the cultivators eat 
everything they grow, or grow all of their food to eat—almost every family in the village 
also sold crops on the local or larger market to earn money to buy tsara loaka (good 
food) like meat or essentials for living such as clothing or soap.  To understand the 
proportion of food that people grow to eat and the proportion of food that people grow to 
sell I conducted an activity with five of the eight families that eventually became known 
as the tsaramaso lalao, or bean game. This activity was loosely based on a similar 
strategy used by Dr. Bram Tucker to quantify community knowledge (Tucker 2007: 171). 
First, I drew a table on the ground where one row represented food grown to eat, the 
second row represented food grown to sell, and the columns represented the different 
crops or livestock the family owned. Then, I explained that the pile of beans represented 
the entirety of crops grown, and asked that the family distribute the beans into each box 
according to how much they sold or ate of each crop. Below are collective results in 
graph form, accompanied by pictures taken at the site.  5 
                                                
5 Note:  Measuring Use of Crops Cultivated Through Beans:  
In each photograph, the first row is food grown to be eaten, the second row is food grown to be sold. The 
crop names are labeled on the corresponding graphs on the following page.  The beans are not intended to 
represent actual calculated amounts of each crop grown and sold, but rather then villager's perceptions of 
the proportions between the kinds of crops grown and what they usually do with them.  
House 3 House 4 
 43 
 
 
 
 
 
 44 
The bean game was designed to quantitatively categorize the qualitative worth the 
villagers placed on their crops; without prompting, they defined which crops were 
frequently grown to eat but explained the rising importance of cash crops in 
Ambarindahy. It also gave me the reputation of being the kooky foreigner who carried a 
bag of beans all the time—but humor was a good start to an ethnographic relationship, as 
usually the game turned into hours of conversation about shortage. In an interview with 
my middle-aged neighbor, he told me that his family was not usually hungry, but that his 
fields were not enough. This paradox was common—when a villager stated “tsy ampy ny 
tanimbary” (the fields are not sufficient), I came to understand that that didn't necessarily 
mean that they were hungry, but that they were unable to feed themselves year round 
with the rice they harvested, and that during the times of shortage they needed to buy rice 
or corn with the money they earned from selling other crops.  If a family had to resort to 
buying rice, they would eat less—as the measurement size of single rice serving is a 
kapoka,6 and a family who might normally eat six kapoka of rice would eat only five 
kapoka if they had to buy it.   As such, food security in Ambarindahy was as equally 
connected to the success of the fields as it was to food prices in the village of Beftoana, 
the closest neighboring village. This was location of the weekly market that 
Ambarindahy inhabitants frequented when they had the money and time. 
All of the families that I interviewed claimed that their rice fields were 
insufficient, not only because of the rising food prices, but also because their fields were 
increasingly incapable of supporting their families—they traced the root of this problem 
to the land-use regulations of the park.  More specifically, they were experiencing long-
                                                
6  One kapaka is generally a small condensed-milk can, a little smaller than one standard cooking cup 
measurement. 
 45 
term nutrient depletion in their soil, and the park’s restrictions prevented them from 
expanding or letting land lie fallow. My difficulty getting to the village of Ambarindahy 
was not only the physical challenge of hiking down sandy slopes with a heavy backpack; 
getting permission from the Park Authorities to visit Ambarindahy took a week of 
navigating bureaucracy between Durrell Conservation Trust, Ankarafantsika’s Director 
of Research, and local park guides. Ambarindahy exists because Ankarafantsika National 
Park allows it to stay, but the strict regulations on land-use and migration as part of this 
compromise have left its people confined.  The ZOC and ZUC were intended as an 
accommodation to local livelihoods, but are inherently incompatible with a subsistence 
economy that historically relied on swidden agriculture.  The result of this 
incompatibility is a village of people tied to failing fields, limited foraging capacity, and 
underdeveloped road networks that prevent exporting what resources they have.  
 
Decoding Zones of Occupation and Utilization 
 In the 2005 business report for the park, the relationship between the villages and 
park is described as a “contract”—which is usually defined as each side agreeing to 
established conditions for a defined amount of time. The ZUC is managed by the park in 
coordination with the village's GPT (Gestion des Protection Territoire), a conservation 
management organization for the territory. There is a president of the GPT in the 
community, and every adult in the village is a member of the GPT and pays 1,000AR to 
join the GPT when they are 18 years old and then 1,000AR every year for forest entry 
rights. 1,000AR is the equivalent of 50 cents, and is roughly the cost of 5 cups of rice on 
the local market. Every member of the village knows the traditional names of various 
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parts of the forest—for example, a particularly dense part of the forest is Betainomby, 
which literally translates into “many cow poops.”  The GPT uses these names to dictate 
from which areas of the forest specific resources can be taken; because the forest is so 
dense at Betainomby, that is where villagers are allowed to take firewood. The most 
commonly used resources are massiba, wood for household use, wood for construction, 
and raffia.  The park sets specific regulations in harvesting each resource; for instance, 
when harvesting massiba only the lower portion of the root can be taken, the “head” must 
be replanted to ensure more massiba grows.  
The zones are patrolled by GPT members two times a week, although every 
member of the GPT will eventually participate, eight people run sweeps of the forest in 
groups of two or three to check for illegal harvesting.  As the president of the GPT stated, 
“the job is difficult not because it's tiring, but because we find people from the outside 
who are taking things illegally.”  The GPT then reports the trespasser to the park 
representative, who arrives with park patrollers to arrest them. If you want to take wood 
outside the harvesting zone, or take more than is allowed, then you have to make a 
request with the park. However, a villager can only make a request for something like 
house construction once every five years; the request itself take three months to return 
with a response, and oftentimes if 60 pieces of wood are requested then the park will 
allow the villager to harvest 20.   
 The regulations for the ZOC are less place-specific and are universal regulations 
for cultivation in the park. Whenever I asked about park regulations the first thing 
villagers said was that that they are forbidden to extend their existing fields; the fields 
that were already cleared when the park was established are theirs to farm, but they 
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cannot extend their fields or the village area into the forest. Secondly, they are not 
allowed to use chemical fertilizers to improve agricultural production. Third, they are not 
allowed to burn their fields without approval from the park. And lastly, while there are 
limited situations where the villagers can sell raffia, they are not allowed to sell massiba 
outside the village.  Every year the GPT holds a meeting for all GPT members to review 
the regulations and set the goals for the upcoming year; for this reason the president of 
the GPT claims that all the villagers are aware of the regulations and feel as if they were 
able to take part in creating the rules.  Another prominent community member claimed 
that the rules were created and the villagers were merely asked to agree to the existing 
rules. When I visited the president of the GPT he showed me the “conservation 
guidebook” for the village; it was a thick manual of regulations and maps. It was written 
in Malagasy, but many of the villagers who were part of the GPT were illiterate. Whether 
or not the rules were negotiated within the community, it is true that every community 
member I encountered knew most regulations regarding land-use. It makes sense that 
they would, because they view these regulations as the reason they are less and less able 
to feed themselves. 
 
 Land of the Ancestors: The Problem of Fixed Tanimbary 
 In Ambarindahy, the lack of land expansion was explained as the root cause 
behind the decreasing productivity of the fields.  As subsistence farmers, the people of 
Ambarindahy must use their existing fields every growing season to produce enough food 
to feed their family for the rest of the year. As they've used the same fields for most of 
their lifetimes, the soil is diminishing in fertility and producing less and less food. 
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Moreover, land is inherited between generations; although land was usually given to sons 
and their wives, land was given to daughters if there were no male heirs. When a father 
dies the eldest son is responsible for distributing his father’s land among his siblings. 
While the eldest son usually gives himself the most productive field, land is generally 
distributed evenly. If there were no restrictions on land use they would also make new 
fields to combine with the inherited land; but in Ambarindahy no family is allowed to 
create new fields. So the parents who are barely able to get by on their existing tanimbary 
must share their land with their children and their children's families, who subsequently 
are not able to produce enough food.  Because of land inheritance, villagers who were 
renting land before the park was established or are new to the village must continue to 
rent land—the payment to the landowner is half of the harvest, which puts an additional 
strain on food production. One family who rents their fields explained, “the worst thing is 
that we can't expand the land. The land is decreasing in fertility, if it's good we get eight 
[gony], now it's down to three [gony.]”   
Population growth is limited in Ambarindahy. The park generally only allows in-
migration through marriage; as residence after marriage is generally patrilocal, almost all 
of the new migrants to Ambarindahy are women from the surrounding community 
marrying men from the village. There are a few nuclear families who moved to 
Ambarindahy before the park set migration restrictions; in general within the village 
these small families were the poorest.  Families who arrived before the park was 
established but within the last generation seemed to own the most land.  However, even 
my host family explained that their fields were not sufficient, despite owning a “good” 
field that produces twenty gony of rice. They were also trying to send their grown 
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children to school, but it costs four gony of rice to send one child to school outside the 
village. They have had to choose between being able to feed themselves or send their 
nine children to school. For the families I interviewed, one gony of rice can feed a family 
for as little as two weeks and as long as a month. 
 While walking along the edges of the tanimbary, I asked my host brother how the 
park knows if somebody expands their fields only a little. He explained that the park 
never patrolled that closely; it was the villagers who held each other accountable, as “you 
can't work the land that's not yours, and everybody knows since the 1960s that the land 
hasn't changed.” The villagers know the borders of the village to within three to four 
meters along the entire periphery of their village and fields. Land extension was 
forbidden in the park not only to conserve the physical space of the forest, but also to 
protect the forest from tavy. According to my host-father, nobody had practiced tavy to 
start a new field since long before the park was established. Here, they only used 
manadoro, burning the existing field to prepare the field for planting, before ANGAP 
took over management of the park. Today, it is possible to burn the field to improve the 
soil fertility, but you have to make a request with the park. If the request is approved, the 
entire village assists in creating a firebreak (space without vegetation) between the forest 
and the field, and the park's fire committee monitors the actual burning. It's difficult to 
get a request approved, and as a result the villagers are rarely able to burn their fields. 
Their only option to increase the productivity of their remaining fields is fertilizer. 
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Photo 3: Houses adjacent to the forest boundary. 
 
Photo 4: River bisecting the village. 
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Fertilizer and the Forest: Forced Organic Farming 
 As the park was concerned with over-fertilization and resulting eutrophication of 
the forest, the park does not allow the use of chemical fertilizers in Ambarindahy. As 
such, the villagers' choices for fertilizing their fields come down to organic fertilizers 
such as GuanoMad (fertilizer made from guano), urea, and manure left by their own 
zebu. Of these choices, the majority of the village can only afford what's free—manure 
from their zebu—and argue that it's more effective than GuanoMad. The organic 
composts are even more expensive than the chemicals.  Urea is the most effective, but 
only one family in the village was able to afford it. However, the problem with the local 
manure is that it can only be applied during the dry season (as it's impossible to collect 
when it's not dry)  and is most effective the first time it is applied.  All villagers agreed 
that manure applied to an irrigated tanimbary was practically useless: the nutrients could 
not make the soil fertile.  
 Apart from applied fertilizers, the only other technique to improve field fertility is 
to rotate crops. However, this doesn't work for any irrigated rice paddies, and no fields 
can be allowed to lie fallow, as the family needs each harvest. Furthermore, this only 
works for a field that also grows limes when the trees are small; once they are big the 
field can no longer be used for anything else.  The villagers argued that they knew no 
other ways to cultivate because they learned these from their ancestors, and there have 
been no new methods.  All of these methods were used as well as tavy in the earliest days 
of Ambarindahy; but with the banning of tavy and land expansion the villagers are tied to 
ineffective fertilizers as they can't afford or are unable to use the most effective types. 
One woman in the village has recently been trying to grow manioc as the rice fields are 
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not providing enough food or income for her family, but the soil is not fertile enough for 
the roots, the actual tubers, to grow—she only has the leaves, which she grinds as ananas 
and puts on what little rice she can harvest. 
 
Outside Threats: Erosion and the “River of Sand” 
 During my stay in the village there was a ceremony for the beginning of a new 
project funded by an outside NGO; they were planting bamboo to stop the sand that was 
pouring into the tanimbary with each new rainfall. The organization was a small local 
non-profit doing projects in the nearby city of Mahajanga. Named “Fihavanana”  for a 
highly-valued Malagasy concept that translates roughly into community well-being, the 
NGO did projects to “improve the health” of the region through child nutrition and small 
environmental restoration projects.  The villagers killed a zebu in honor of the occasion, 
which reflects the perceived importance of the project, as many families told me that they 
could only afford to eat meat a few times a year.  The inhabitants of Ambarindahy call 
the problem of erosion into the tanimbary the vavafasika, translated as river of sand, as it 
flows from the hills surrounding the village through the channel of the road and the 
gulleys created during the rainy season. This is perhaps the single largest outside threat 
for the villagers of Ambarindahy, as they are restrained to their particular tanimbary and 
cannot move their fields to higher land.  The sand not only smothers the existing crop by 
blanketing the rice fields, but makes future use of the terrain impossible for cultivation.  
Furthermore, the sand has displaced the water in the rice fields to flood the neighboring 
fields, causing the destruction of more of the villagers' few tanimbary.  A village elder 
predicted that the sand will reach Marovoay in five years, by which time his land in  
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Photo 5 Villagers waiting for the feast. 
 
Photo 6: Jo at the boundary of the forest. 
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Ambarindahy will be completely unusable. The vavafasika has been a problem for 
Ambarindahy for many years, as the region started a similar bamboo project in 1996. 
However, it wasn't until the sand reached Marovoay—considered Madagascar's 
breadbasket—that outside communities started “noticing that the sand is a problem.”  
 The erosion accelerated after the cyclones in 2005 and 2006, but the same 
seasonal rains that feed the rice have been steadily carrying the sand into the tanimbary. 
My host brother told me that everyone in the village hopes that the project will work, but 
he knew the NGO  was planting the bamboo in a season of little rain and thought the 
project would fail. However, he too went to the ceremony for the bamboo—as he told 
me, “not only for the meat,” but because the NGO was hiring village members as the 
manpower behind planting the bamboo. Despite needing to work in their ricefields, the 
village was choosing to participate in planting bamboo as it was “better to have money 
today and be able to buy food than work in the tanimbary and wait for the food to arrive.”  
The park has not provided any compensation for the land lost to erosion; natural disasters 
are not accommodated, as during the last cyclone one villager lost a tanimbary that 
produced five gony, and was not reimbursed or allowed to extend his fields. 
 
Coping Techniques: Massiba and Matsitsu 
In the introductory interviews there was one universal tendency: after speaking about the 
diminishing yield, impossibility of accessing fertilizer, and omnipresent erosion, the 
villagers always spoke about massiba and how they were able to manage these problems 
because they could always go into the forest and bring home massiba to feed their 
families. The household I was living with ate massiba every day that I was there; 
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according to the interviews this was not unusual. Most families interviewed collected 
massiba from the forest, although some bought massiba on the local market. On massiba 
accessibility, one villager claimed, “yes, you can always find massiba, sometimes you 
don't have the time, that's the problem.”  A trip into the forest to get massiba usually takes 
at least half the day, depending on how difficult it is to find. A half-day of searching 
results in enough massiba for 1-2 meals, whereas a whole day can result in 4-6 meals.  
Some families go every day into the forest to get massiba, but most go in weekly to get 
massiba for a few days.  One elder claimed, “massiba is a good solution against hunger, 
but it's tiring. But there are no other means.”   
However, like most food sources in the village the future dependability of 
massiba is uncertain. According to a village leader, the number of massiba have markedly 
gone down in the forest. He claims, “if conservation continues there will be less and less 
massiba because it grows in places that have been burned.” The park's technique of 
requiring people to replant the “head” of the plant won't prevent the reduction because he 
claims that the villagers used to do that before the park required them to, as they knew it 
preserved a valuable resource. But he also claims that the massiba's declining numbers in 
the zone where villagers are allowed to take it is the park's problem, as “the people will 
always want to eat massiba and will look for it if the harvest is insufficient.” illegal 
harvesting of massiba is already becoming a problem, as now the villagers “have to be 
careful” that the massiba they buy locally wasn't taken from the wrong zones. 
 From what villagers told me about their village, the people of Ambarindahy 
tended to be very observant of land-use regulations because they were under supervision 
from park authorities. The only case I found where villagers broke the rules was in 
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exercising their right to harvest massiba.  Recently, the park has changed the time when 
villagers can take massiba from the forest from March through October to May through 
October. This rule has been largely ignored by the villagers, as March is during the 
period of shortage and May is just after the rice harvest when food is still relatively 
plentiful. Furthermore, massiba by nature is harder to harvest during the dry season 
because the villagers locate it by the vines extending into the trees—during the dry 
season the trees grow quickly and the massiba vines snap, so the villagers have to just 
guess where they could find massiba. Another problem with massiba is that people from 
outside the park come in to take massiba, and while according to the villagers of 
Ambarindahy it's “not their fault, because they don't know the rules and they're just 
looking for food,” when the park assesses the resulting environmental damage the park 
authorities blame Ambarindahy.  After the park introduced the new time-frame for 
massiba harvesting, the villagers tried to explain the importance of massiba for their 
subsistence during March in particular, and the park sent someone to “explain that there 
will be no discussion” of the new regulation. The villagers acknowledge that they know 
the rules have changed, but explained to me that the park is forbidding foraging during 
the time they need it the most, so they choose instead to follow the more lenient rules 
from 2009 and feign ignorance if they got caught. 
 The other prominent support system of Ambarindahy was the cultivation of  
matsitsu, or limes; like massiba they naturally grow well in the region, but unlike 
massiba, the limes are grown to sell on the larger market. I discovered that the amount of 
limes a family sells was a good marker of socio-economic status; those who grew the 
most limes had the largest houses constructed of the sturdiest material.  In fact, the family 
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that grew the most limes in the village claimed that their time of hardship was from April 
to June, because there are too many limes and they can't sell them all.  Although most of 
the lime fields were established before the park was established, the number of people 
trying to grow limes in the village is always increasing. Furthermore, the lime fields don't 
really disturb the tanimbary or other fields because the people prefer to intensify 
production on the larger trees, as young lime trees are fragile and difficult to grow. 
Manioc is successfully grown with large lime trees because the trees benefit from stirring 
up the soil to plant and harvest the manioc.  
But even in exploiting this natural resource the villagers of Ambarindahy are 
limited by their isolation—the state of the road makes it very difficult to take the 
harvested limes out of the village during the dry season, and is absolutely impossible 
during the rainy season. Because of this, the villagers must rely on buyers from Tana7, 
whom they have nicknamed “the frustrated Merina” because of the universally bad price 
the sellers give for Ambarindahy’s crops. While I was in the village I noticed that food 
was rarely left outdoors, and was rarely in the same place for a long time—except for 
limes. Outside the primary lime-selling house there were always at least three gony 
stuffed with limes waiting to be taken to the market; there were so many they spilled over 
the top of the gony and were crushed underfoot by people on their way to the tanimbary. 
 
“It's the Forest or Us:” Overcoming Vulnerabilities 
 In Madagascar the area that currently suffers the most food insecurity is the 
South; the people of Ambarindahy were aware of this and brought it up when we were 
                                                
7  Short for the capital city Antananarivo. The primary ethnic group there are the Merina. 
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casually talking about food security in the village. They told me, “this life is easier than 
the life in Toliara [the South] because there is the forest here. It's harder now...because 
we can't sell massiba.”  The villagers of Ambarindahy fully recognize the importance of 
the forest to their daily lives; they explain the forest as the only thing keeping them from 
hunger and are distressed that the rules of resource use are either not flexible enough to 
respond to the vulnerabilities of daily life, or are prioritizing conservation over their well-
being.  One villager stated, “if things continue as they are it will be the forest or us.”  If 
they can continue to live in Ambarindahy, there were two things that they explained had 
to change in the village. First they wanted to improve production of their remaining fields 
through purchasing more manure.  Most families told me that they would never be able to 
afford fertilizer, so “the best solution is better manure shared with the community or at 
least sold at a good price…that would be perfect.”  In the past there was a government 
program that lent manure to the village, but the villagers were unable to repay the 
program because they ate all of the food harvested, hence the program did not return the 
loan.  Ambarindahy is hoping for a better program, where the local community can find a 
way to distribute manure and repay each other. 
 As is the case in many villages I've visited in Madagascar, the other solution they 
see as essential to their future well-being is a development project—in Ambarindahy they 
would like to improve the road so they can successfully export their limes.  According to 
my host father, “development is the biggest problem right now. The protection of the 
environment and the development of the village are not the same, there is more protection 
of the environment.  Every time there is a development project they overlook 
Ambarindahy because they say you have your own law, the law of conservation.”   The 
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villagers see limes as their biggest market resource, and the only thing they can do to 
develop it is find a way to take out the limes; they don't want to disturb the lime fields, as 
limes are the one crop that they don't have to struggle to grow in Ambarindahy.  Raffia is 
another exportable resource to the villagers, but recently the park had them sign a 
contract to sell raffia only to the approved sellers in the park. The demand isn't very good 
for raffia inside the park, so the prices aren't very good—this is what they are afraid will 
happen with the limes as well.  There was word of a development organization that 
wanted to start a project buying sugarcane in the village to make liquor, but most of the 
villagers are waiting for the project to be confirmed before they use up more of their 
limited land on something they can't eat.  Another hope for the village is the introduction 
of more productive rice.  A prominent village leader spoke to me about the existence of a 
rice variety that grows so well that “having five gony of this rice is like having ten gony 
of our rice,” but he is doubtful that the villagers will be able to afford these seeds.  
 During my last interviews in Ambarindahy we spoke about what they hope for the 
future, and the population pressure resulting from all the children in Ambarindahy. Most 
villagers hoped that their children would continue to live in Ambarindahy, because it's 
good for families to be together and “it is the land of the ancestors.”  However, because 
many villagers ancestors also lived in Ambarindahy, many villagers feared that their 
children would have no other choice but to live here and continue to struggle if things got 
worse.  The only families that are able to leave Ambarindahy are the families that have 
land on the outside, and most inhabitants have been there for several generations—they 
have no other land than their diminishing fields in the forest, and cannot sell their land 
because the park forbids it. Because of this they described themselves as “prisoners of the 
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forest;” they are tied to their failing rice fields and the hunger that results from a 
tantalizingly close but increasingly restricted forest. 
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Chapter 4  
Ambalambakising: Porous Development,  
Porous Conservation 
 
        The way to Ambalambakising is not a quiet walk through the forest.  This road is 
wide and flat; bikes kick up dust as they pass the omby-carts loaded with produce for the 
market. Occasionally a car speeds by and everybody stands in the ditches, dodging gravel 
kicked up by the tires. At first glance Ambalambakising appears to be a more spacious 
version of Ambarindahy—wood and raffia houses arranged around small communal 
courtyards split by a road that is the center of activity—yet in Ambalambakising this road 
is in good condition and well-traveled, which makes for an entirely different town.  In 
Ambalambakising a car or truck goes by almost every hour on the way to or returning 
from Ambato-Boeny, where the baibo is located. While baibo is translated as any 
floodplain, this particular baibo is known as “the breadbasket of Madagascar.” People 
who work and own the fields in the baibo frequently pass through Ambalambakising. The 
village is used to strangers; many of the people who live there now used to be migrant 
workers passing through.  
Ambalambakising was recommended to me as a study site because it was the 
closest village to Ankarafantsika National Park that wasn’t actually located inside the 
park. Most communities affected by conservation programs in Madagascar border the 
protected areas; although each village interacts with conservation programs differently, in 
that way Ambalambakising can be used as a case study in the most common form of 
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boundaries between protected areas and neighboring local communities in Madagascar. 
The park is ten kilometers away from where the villagers of Ambalambakising live; 
although many fields are adjacent to park boundaries, the park has few regulations on 
how these fields are managed and even less influence on village life.  Yet, 
Ambalambakising is an example of a typical village involved in  ICDPs in Madagascar—
ideally, a bordering village receives benefits from conservation of equal value to the 
resources that were taken away during the creation of the park.  In Ambalambakising the 
park gives minimal reimbursement, but the presence of the park does little to compromise 
local food security.  
In Ambalambakising, food security is maintained through the flexibility of choice 
unavailable to a village inside the park. In comparison with Ambarindahy, villagers’ 
opportunities to farm as they wish seem unlimited—they can expand their fields and even 
use chemical fertilizers.  Despite having the choice, few farmers in Ambalambakising 
need to use chemical fertilizers because their rice fields are already productive. While the 
villagers of Ambalambakising still confronted the seasonal shortages and environmental 
degradation characteristic of the area, its inhabitants were able to use the resources of the 
forest and nearby baibo to merge a system of subsistence and wage-based labor into a 
fairly secure food system. Although many fields are adjacent to park boundaries, the park 
has few regulations on how these fields are managed and even less influence on village 
life. Being part of a larger economic network allows the villagers to migrate and expand, 
but they are also able to maintain seasonal food-security because they consider the park 
boundaries to be porous.  
 The population in Amabalambakising varies between 400 to 600 people 
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(depending on the season) and takes up twice as much space as Ambarindahy. Although I 
visited all the houses in Ambarindahy, I wasn’t able to see let alone visit all the houses in 
Ambalambakising. Despite having a larger population, Ambalambakising also had one 
school and no medical facilities. Water for drinking and household use came from two 
pumps installed by a local NGO in collaboration with a PeaceCorps volunteer that stayed 
in Ambalambakising. Although the rice fields were located up to ten kilometers away, 
many houses were bordered by smaller fields of manioc or corn. The village of 
Amabalmbakising and road that bisects it are on the highest point of the rolling hills 
surrounding Ankarafantsika National Park. The landscape around Amabalmbakising is 
practically denuded of trees;  if you stand on the road and look to the west the border of 
the forest is a smudge of dark green against the surrounding grey-green scrub.  
The most marked difference in food production between Ambarindahy and 
Ambalambakising is the number of gony produced in an average harvest; although the 
families in the villages cultivate the same foods, the families of Ambalambakising on 
average harvest at least double what the families in Ambarindahy can grow.  Not only are 
the rice fields in Ambalambakising ten kilometers from the main settlement; the rice 
fields were five times larger than those in Ambarindahy. The ricefields being actively 
cultivated were not only larger, but most families had additional fields in fallow. When I 
asked my host father why the field was so rich, he told me he was lucky to be close to the 
forest. According to him, much of the soil fertility has to do with the location of the 
fields—a significant proportion of the tanimbary in Ambalambakising were located along 
the border of the forest because the rain gathered into the valley there, and the nutrients in 
the forest soil filtered down into the tanimbary.  Like any field the tanimbary of  
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Photo 7: Houses by the side of the road in Ambalambakising. 
 
Photo 8: Myself and my host family in front of their house. 
 
 65 
Ambalambakising lost productivity through intensive continuous use, but the 
proximity of the forest ensured that fields could maintain soil fertility longer. A family 
that had one of the most productive tanimbary had been using their field for not only the 
current generation but the past generation as well; their field was literally adjacent to the 
forest. The villagers of Ambalambakising valued a “healthy forest” because cultivation 
was so much more productive close to the forest. As such, many villagers agreed that the 
forest needed to be protected, but disagreed with park’s rules forbidding entry. The “bean 
game” in Ambalambakising revealed similar proportions of food grown, but the amount 
of food grown to be sold was usually larger than the amount to be eaten. 
 
   
 
House 2 
 
House 3 
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Despite the high level of food production in Ambalambakising, the villagers still 
told me “tsy ampy ny tanimbary,” the rice fields are not enough for us to feed ourselves 
throughout the year.  Like in Ambarindahy, there were times,  after they had eaten or sold 
all of their crop, that they needed to buy food for the family.  Depending on what the 
family grew, these times of shortage correspond with the growing season of rice. Directly 
after a harvest, usually from April through June and September through November, a 
family would generally eat three meals a day and could sometimes afford loaka that was 
not merely ananas (leaves)—such as carrots, tomatoes, fish and occasionally meat.   
During the rainy season they villagers would buy corn or manioc, and rarely eat rice or 
loaka other than ananas. Some families were able to harvest three times a year, and 
therefore minimize the vulnerable time between rice harvests.  In Ambarindahy, every 
family interviewed was pursuing the same goal—to increase their field fertility. In 
comparison, Ambalambakising is a village blessed with high field fertility; food security 
was possible through reliance on the bordering forest, so food security was primarily 
compromised when the boundaries and state of the forest changed. 
 
Conservation in the Periphery: Living on the Border of the Forest 
 In Ambalambakising the rules of the forest are simple—don't go in.  The villagers 
are not allowed to enter the forest although they are responsible for maintaining the 
boundaries. While the “police” who patrol the boundaries are not from the villages 
nearby, the community is responsible for maintaining firebreaks along the boundary; they 
physically draw the visible line between forest and field. The rules that affect the 
community's ability to cultivate only pertain to fire; the villagers here do practice 
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manadoro (seasonal burning of fields) to fertilize, and it is necessary to seek approval 
from the park authorities before doing so. While the request usually only takes a few days 
to be approved, once approved the farmer must build a firebreak—a strip of de-vegetated 
terrain about six feet wide between the forest edge and the proposed field. With the help 
of the entire village, a firebreak can take up to a month to construct, depending on the 
size of the area that needs to be cleared. 
 Nobody I spoke to had ever heard of a GPT (community forest-management 
association) in Amabalambakising. Instead, one of the villagers works for the park as a 
liaison for the village and helps report illegal entry into the park. He works primarily as 
the manager of the buffer zone, which means he makes sure people are not burning 
without permits and conducts spontaneous house visits to check for wood or massiba 
taken from the forest. He also patrols the forest to compare the pictures that the park's 
airplane takes each month with visible damage he can see on the ground, and then reports 
to the park authorities so they can better manage land-use in the park.  Part of the park's 
dedication to community development in Ambalambakising is distributing 50 percent of 
ecotourism entry fees to the villages closest to the park. This year Ambalambakising is 
going to receive 800,000AR (the equivalent of $400) as two year's worth of the payment. 
The park requires that the money is used for a community project and that the use of the 
money be a group decision, so the money goes to the president of the fokontany—a 
traditional community leader—who holds a village meeting to decide what to do with it. 
The village built the village's only school with the last payment; this year they plan on 
repairing the roof of the school with the money.   
The pamphlet in the tourism office at Ankarafantsika describes this as 
 69 
“conservation for the people;” they get revenue from not using the land, and conservation 
literally lives among them in the person of the park liaison. In the brochure, there is a 
picture of a smiling park worker standing outside a house that looked like any house in 
Ambalambakising. The park worker I met was not smiling; he was serious as he told me 
how hard it was to inspect his neighbors’ houses. Although he was respected in the 
community as a powerful figure, he and his family were outsiders. The price of doing his 
job was social isolation, and there were few benefits to his work. He had rice fields to 
supplement his small wages—normally all members of a family work together during the 
harvest season, but because he was doing park work his wife was solely responsible for 
bringing in the harvest.  Almost every household had children, but nobody I asked was 
sending their children to school.  No matter where I asked, the revenue that was supposed 
to make refraining from using forest resources worthwhile for Ambalambakising was 
barely present in the villagers’ daily lives on the community scale, and certainly not at the 
level of the individual. 
 
The Growing Forest: Changing Park Boundaries 
When I asked where the forest started in Ambarindahy, the villagers would point 
to the edge of their yard and look at me like I was crazy. When I asked where the forest 
started in Ambalambakising, the answer was a vague hand gesture towards the west. 
Even when wading through the mud of the tanimbary at the edge of the forest, the answer 
was contradictory and undefined. In Ambalambakising, there are two kinds of forest 
boundaries—those that are obviously lined by the firebreak, and those that are marked by 
periodic concrete markers. While both boundaries imply permanence, all the villagers I 
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interviewed claimed that the park was expanding; some couldn’t tell me where the forest 
began because they genuinely didn’t know where the boundaries had moved to. Unlike 
Ambarindahy where the problems stemmed from inflexible boundaries between usable 
land and protected forest, the villages on the outside have lost their land because the park 
boundaries are changing too much.   
When the park was a Forest Reserve, the government-owned forest included the 
ten kilometers between the current boundaries and the main road in Ambalambakising—
but the villagers could use the land inside the boundary.  When the region became a 
National Park it was comanaged by the NGO Conservation International, which changed 
the boundaries to the mountain ridge about fifteen kilometers away from the road and 
allowed the villagers to use the land between the road and the park, but not to enter the 
park. When ANGAP took over management of the park, they changed the boundaries 
about five years ago, moving the line a few kilometers closer to the road; the villagers 
lost the well-established tanimbary that they had constructed under CI's boundaries (See 
Appendix: Illustration 1).  Some families lost most of their land and had to leave the 
village due to this, whereas some families were not affected at all because they had land 
further from the park. As this happened five years ago, by the time I arrived most of the 
consequences of this for food security have been adjusted for by creating new fields. 
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Photo 9: Tanimary bordering the forest. 
 
Photo 10: Park boundary marker and a recently abandoned cornfield behind. 
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 While it makes sense that changing management of the park resulted in shifting 
park boundaries, the management of Ankarafantsika has been ANGAP since 2002, but 
the white stones marking park boundaries have steadily moved outward in the last two 
years. A family of seven that I visited often claimed they were unable to grow the food 
they needed on their tanimbary because their land was too old and no longer fertile; they 
had cleared a field closer to the park and had begun planting when the park told them that 
they couldn't have that land anymore because the land was now part of the park. The land 
taken was about half a hectare, larger than the size of an average tanimbary.  They 
received no compensation from the park. I asked what they were going to do; the mother 
of the household told me “there is no discussion with the people because the park has the 
power.”  The only solution she sees is to start saving for a new field, but it is difficult to 
make enough money to buy more seeds when they only have an old and tired tanimbary 
to harvest. 
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Burning Dead Land: Expansion as a Coping Mechanism 
 Although there are no rules from the park dictating where villagers can expand 
their fields, land expansion as described to me was an increasingly difficult process. 
Here, the limits are not as succinct as a park regulation. Outside the park all the limits are 
contextual—the people in Ambalambakising aren't able to extend their land simply 
because all the good land has already been taken. In Malagasy, fertile land is described as 
matsiro, or delicious, while infertile land is described as mangatsikia, or cold.  The 
problem in Ambalambakising is that all the land is either completely matsiro or 
completely mangatsikia—most of the land closer to the village is rockier and sandier, 
where it is possible to grow manioc and corn but not rice; the best place where rice can be 
grown is next to the forest. When a tanimbary in the village becomes mangatsikia, it is 
used until it cannot produce anything. It doesn't matter if the land is left fallow for a long 
period of time; according to the villagers the land is maty (dead) and will never produce 
effectively again.   
Not only has most of the fertile land already been taken, but the fields that have 
been established are being threatened by erosion as well.  When he heard that I wanted to 
learn about the fields of Ambalambakising, my neighbor took me to see the arrival of the 
“river of sand,” showed me his smothered tanimbary, and told me “here are the rice fields 
of Ambalambakising.”  The tanimbary was blanketed in five to six inches of sand—as we 
walked through he told me it had happened within the last year and evidenced the barely 
visible green tips of last year’s crop.  Near the edges of the field pieces of land were 
falling in boulder-sized pieces into the ravine that had been created during the last rain; 
on these pieces I could still see the tips of a few remaining rice plants struggling to grow 
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under the weight of the sand. (Appendix: Photo 9) According to him, the best land is 
behind the border established five years ago, “you can produce sixty gony with one 
hectare...but ANGAP has its grip on it.” Furthermore, the rainfall has been diminishing in 
the last few years; most of the villagers who owned tanimbary on the border of the forest 
agreed that if they had a bad harvest, it was because the rainfall was not sufficient that 
year.  As we walked back to the village, my neighbor told me that he was disappointed, 
but not afraid. He had family in other places: if the “river of sand” took the rest of his 
fields, he would move somewhere new and start again.  
 
Coping with Vulnerabilities: Migration and the Forest as an Unofficial Resource 
 Most of the villagers I interviewed in Ambalambakising were not originally from 
the village, some were not even from that region of Madagascar. As one villager stated, 
“most people migrate here, but they have been here for a long time.”  Many of these 
migrant workers rent land instead of owning it, which makes them more resistant to 
vulnerabilities caused from future land loss, as some “don't really care if the land 
produces less [over the long term,] as [they] don't own it.”  One villager said that if the 
sand arrived at her fields she wouldn't be “worried, because I could just change my place 
and rent from someone else.”  She was able to sell enough rice presently to buy 
everything she needs and send money back to her family on the other side of the country, 
so she wasn't worried about the future. 
 Both the villagers that rented land and those that didn't used seasonal migration 
and wage labor to cope with food insecurity inherent to the growing season of rice.  
When their own fields do not produce enough, many villagers work in other people's 
 75 
fields doing daily work like weeding, planting, or harvesting, for which they can earn 
2,000AR ($1.00) a day. A person making one dollar a day in Madagascar will never be 
rich, but a rural Malagasy can feed themselves comfortably for two or three days with the 
equivalent of one dollar.  Local migration was supplemented by regional migration to the 
baibo, where they can work on 300-hectare rice plantations to earn extra money for their 
families. The difficulty with relying on the baibo is that it follows the same growing 
cycles so the season of shortage is the same. For example, one villager told me that 
February was the hardest month not only because she had eaten her stock of crops, but 
because “the harvest time of the baibo was over,” so she could no longer count on 
income from wage labor. In many ways Ambalambakising’s inhabitants were able to use 
local resources like the baibo to counter food insecurity; unfortunately for the park one of 
these resources was the forest. 
 Although I did not directly interview the villagers of Ambalambakising about 
illegal entries into the forest, I learned from several casual discussions that they did 
illegally go into the forest to harvest wood for charcoal and houses, and to gather massiba 
to eat and sell. 8 While massiba sales were forbidden because it only grew in the forest, I 
frequently saw massiba for sale at the local market. Villagers hunted tenrec (similar to a 
possum) and wild boars in the forest during the dry season, and most houses were made 
with logs that came from the forest. One villager explained forest use as an inevitable part 
of their life in Ambalambakising because “for us, the people who know the forest, it's 
very easy to go in and find food and make money.” He admitted that there are people 
who enter who don't know the forest and just sporadically take, but he claimed that most  
                                                
 Due to the ethical complications of singling out somebody who confessed to entering the forest, I did not 
include specific details about how and when they entered the forest.  
 
 76 
Photo 11: Tanimbary smothered in sand. 
 
Photo 12: Sign forbidding entry, well-used road behind. 
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inhabitants of Ambalambakising who go into the forest do so because they “know the 
forest.”  My impression is that the forest is infrequently patrolled and commonly used 
illegally by the villagers. 
At the junction of the road to the tanimbary and the border of the forest there is a 
large sign stating that it is absolutely forbidden to enter the forest. Directly to the left of 
this sign is a branch of the road that goes into the forest—one that has been recently used 
by omby-carts. As my translator Jo said when she saw the road, “unless the police use 
omby-carts, the villagers have been going into the forest.” That same day, after an 
afternoon following dead-ends into the tanimbary we stopped to ask for directions to the 
border of the forest.  As we were leaving, the man who passed by on the road asked us if 
we were looking to buy a radiated tortoise, an endangered species and is strictly 
forbidden even for the villages inside the forest.  Witnessing illegal forest use didn't even 
require deliberate pursuit in interviews; simply by participating in daily life in the village, 
forest use became apparent. In context, this seems reasonable—the forest is an immediate 
and available resource for the villagers to cope with crop shortages and ensure food 
security for their families.  
 
Recognizing Change and the Precarious Future 
 Although the villagers of Ambalambakising do not believe their lives are easy, 
they definitely recognize when the times are good.  My last meal in the village was the 
new rice that had been harvested that morning; my host family bought meat for “good 
loaka” to celebrate the occasion and everyone ate well—not a small feat considering it 
was a family of eleven.  After the meal, spoke with the whole family about what they saw 
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for the future of Ambalambakising, and explained my concerns about the forest 
continuing to expand its boundaries into the tanimbary, and the impending threat of 
erosion suffocating the fields.  They admitted that they were worried about the future; 
they knew their primary crop and source of income was tanimbary bordering the forest 
and understood that if the problems with rainfall and erosion continued, the future of their 
tanimbary was absolutely at risk.  When I asked them what they wanted to help prevent 
this from happening, they told me they wanted to have a part of the forest that they too 
could use under “controlled management.”   
 “It's not human to do your work and have to look over your shoulder for the 
gendarmes [police],” my host father told me—to him, “trespassing” and “poaching” in 
the forest is “work,” equal to working in the tanimbary or working with the livestock—
just another way that the family uses their resources at hand to get by.  On my last day 
one of my neighbors told me that if things continued as they did that his family would 
have to leave, as the “river of sand” was threatening his fields.  He claimed that many 
villagers in Ambalambakising had that choice, and those who didn't want to leave could 
find a way to live by working in the fields of others.  This availability of choice is what 
characterizes Ambalambakising—a village of migrants who use the flexibility of their 
human and natural resources to fend off hunger to their best capacity. 
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Chapter 5  
Kirindy: Compromises in a Private Park 
 
 “Here? You are staying here? Nobody stays here!” The driver looked at my 
translator, who nodded and shrugged. Other bus passengers whispered adaladala vahaza 
(crazy foreigner) to each other with heads and arms poking out the windows; I told them I 
was here to study Kirindy. As the bus drove away everybody was laughing at the 
foreigner who would choose to study the baobabs in such a hot and dusty place. In 
Kirindy, it’s hard not to notice the baobabs—their enormous trunks and spindly canopies 
tower over the low-lying desert scrub. And it was understandable that they assumed I was 
studying the trees; the only foreigners who come to Kirindy are tourists who climb out of 
air-conditioned private trucks to pose—grinning with arms outstretched—next to the 
baobabs before waving at the villagers and getting back on the road. Some of the tourists 
would stay at Kirindy Reserve ten kilometers down the road and some would stay in the 
small town of Beroboka ten kilometers further; but to almost all tourists the Kirindy 
region was only a stop on the long and difficult road to the Tsingy: large rock pinnacles 
that were infamously difficult to get to (4-wheel drive necessary) and one of the major 
tourist attractions in the Menabe region.  So when I told the president of the fokontany in 
Kirindy that not only was I not going to the Tsingy, but that I was there to learn about the 
people and not the baobabs, he laughed and called me a crazy foreigner too. 
 Although the ride to Kirindy village is only a few hours down a sandy road, 
getting to the Menabe region itself is a grueling twenty hours on a crowded taxi-
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brousse9—the lack of road infrastructure between the northwest and southwest 
necessitates a ten hour return to the capital city before catching a ride to Morondava, the 
largest town in the Menabe region.  Despite road restrictions, a steady influx of migrants 
has made the Menabe region ethnically diverse; 20 percent of the population are 
Sakalava, with large percentages of Betsileo and Antandroy migrants. In the Menabe 
region rainfall is low and seasonal, many rivers (including the Kirindy river) are seasonal 
so rice paddies are maintained by irrigation rather than relying on natural floodplains.  
Similar to the land around Ankarafantsika Park, the landscape is a mosaic of forest, 
shrubland, and agricultural land cover.  Kirindy Reserve is one of the few remaining 
stretches of the semi-deciduous dry western forest ecosystem—known for high levels of 
species endemism, including the endangered Giant Jumping Rat, six species of lemur, 
and the fossa—Madagascar's largest (and most elusive) carnivore.  Due to the wildlife of 
Kirindy Forest, the Tsingy de Bemeraha, and impressive baobabs scattered throughout 
the region, international conservation organizations have been involved in the Menabe 
region from Madagascar’s independence. 
I chose Kirindy Reserve as a study site because it originated as a privately owned 
reserve. Switzerland owned parts of Kirindy Reserve during the French occupation, 
gained exclusive ownership of the forest shortly after independence and is still invested 
in the forest today, albeit less directly.  During colonialism the Swiss used Kirindy 
Reserve to export ebony, rosewood, and other precious hardwoods. In 1996 the 
government took over management and divided ownership of the forest in 1998 with the 
Centre Nationale de Formation, d'Etude et de Recherche en Environnement et Foresterie 
(CNFEREF) which is in part funded by ETH Zurich. ETH Zurich (Swiss Federal Institute 
                                                
9 Public transit for long distances; usually a van filled with people, chickens, goats, and produce. 
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of Technology at Zurich) conducts research in eastern Madagascar as well as the Menabe 
region on forest management and integrated conservation.  Projects in Kirindy Village 
include assessments of forest services, the impact of ecotourism on dry forests, and 
effects of swidden agriculture on secondary and primary forest (ETH Zurich). While the 
government’s involvement ensures that certain conservation principles are upheld, 
management of the Forest falls mostly to CNFEREF. The result is a conservation 
program that resembles the public parks but incorporates local agricultural systems. 
When asked how a privately run forest was different from other parks, the director said, 
“the forest isn't private...it's a concession. We (CNFEREF) are free to do the 
closest thing for conservation, the essentials to arrive at conservation. That's why 
we are not like Madagascar National Parks, who have the strict rules...you can't 
enter, you can't touch…we are a little freer to do what we can.”  
 
Although there are no villages within the park's 12,500 hectares, there are five villages in 
the surrounding area: human pressures on the forest include illicit harvesting of 
hardwoods to sell in Morondava, poaching lemurs and other animals in the park, and 
large-scale deforestation resulting from slash-and-burn agriculture.  
 Kirindy Village is a community of migrants—fifty years ago it was created by 
immigrants from the nearby village of Beroboka and fed by a continuous influx of 
Tandroy.  Today, the village has grown to between 200 to 300 inhabitants and at least 
half of the population is under twenty years old.  The village is now predominantly 
Tandroy; other ethnic groups include the Sakalava and Betsileo.  The village is divided 
into two large groups of houses, one group along the road running from Morondava and 
the lake on the opposite side,  the other group located one kilometer further west, closer 
to the majority of the village's fields. Houses made of wood and mud plaster, and roofs of 
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baobab bark or raffia are grouped within 10-20 meters of each other and are occasionally 
fenced off with wooden posts. There are between six to eight wells in the larger area 
around the village that provide most of the water used for drinking, cooking, and bathing. 
The produce market is ten kilometers away in Beroboka, so there are two small stores run 
from homes that sell small amounts of products like batteries, medicine, and candy. The 
one school in Kirindy was well-attended by students during my visit, and doubles as a 
church. There are no clinics nearby, but doctors occasionally travel to the village to treat 
intestinal worms in the children. While many of the villages around the Forest are similar 
to Kirindy in population composition and livelihood, I chose Kirindy as my study site due 
to its smaller size and immediate proximity to the Forest. 
Cultivation can only happen during the rainy season in Kirindy, so what and how much 
the villagers eat varies according to the harvest and planting seasons. I arrived in May at 
the end of the harvest season, so villagers were proud to show me their finished peanut 
and corn harvests. During the harvest time, villagers sell their peanuts to buy rice and 
tsara loaka (good sauce) like meat or beans to put on their rice. By the time the rainy 
season began in December the villagers had also bought rice, but only because they had 
eaten through their stores of dried corn. January through March is known as “the starving 
season” as during this time rice is bought not as a luxury they can afford but because all 
other food stocks have run out. In Kirindy, this cycle of abundance and scarcity was 
largely directed by peanut cultivation. 
 Kirindy Reserve is ten times smaller than Ankarafantsika National Park, yet on 
paper the parks are managed the same way—inhabitants of the periphery villages are 
forbidden access to forest resources and receive limited compensation from ecotourism  
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Photo 13: A family in Kirindy. 
 
Photo 14: A small store and baobab tree next to the road. 
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profits.  Each protected area also faces the same challenges; deforestation is widespread 
and swidden agriculture is widely practiced inside the forest.  The difference between 
Kirindy Reserve and Ankarafantsika Park is that Kirindy considers its conservation 
program a success despite swidden agriculture being practiced within forest boundaries. 
Kirindy is an example of an integrated conservation program that tries to prioritize both 
the livelihoods around the forest and forest biodiversity—the result is a program where 
food security is relatively high at the price of biodiversity degradation. Villagers choose 
to live in Kirindy because peanuts are a successful cash crop, but feed themselves by 
practicing tavy to grow corn inside the forest. The continuous influx of migrants is a 
growing pressure on already-limited water resources. Rather than punishing the villagers 
for practicing tavy inside the forest, the Reserve is actively trying to improve the water 
shortage that limits cultivation outside the forest—which they hope will enable villagers 
to abandon their illegal fields inside the Reserve. 
 
Cultivating Peanuts: Cash-Cropping and Migration 
 As the story is told, Kirindy owes its existence to peanuts. Around 1950, people 
from the nearby village of Beroboka felt crowded by the newcomers arriving in their 
village and moved twelve kilometers away, to the other side of the forest, where they 
discovered that they could no longer grow rice but that peanuts grew “as if they planted 
themselves.” They told their neighbors, who told their families, who told their families' 
families and Kirindy was born. Sixty years later, the importance of peanuts in the village 
is still apparent.  Most meals included peanuts, peanut shells crunched underfoot on every 
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path, peanut-filled gony were stacked against houses where people rested on them as they 
shelled peanuts. The area around the village is a desert of empty peanuts fields. Piles of 
peanuts waited to be shaken from the dried plant border “peanut harvest areas,” where 
small shacks have been set up to do this work in the shade. A small mountain of shells 
over fifteen meters tall formed between these clearings. At the time, peanut prices on the 
market were daily conversation as large trucks arrive weekly to buy filled gony. All of 
the seventeen families I interviewed farmed peanuts and didn't know anybody in the 
village who didn’t do the same.  
 According to the villagers, their peanut harvest was equivalent to the rice harvests 
in the neighboring villages and required less work in terms of irrigation and replanting. 
Peanut fields were created outside the forest; usually a new field was burned to prepare 
the soil and clear weeds.  The soft soil during the rainy season made planting peanuts 
easy, they were “watered by God” throughout the rainy season, and the dry sandy soil in 
April made harvest of the shallow-rooted plants easier. While the numbers of gony 
harvested varied from family to family, all families interviewed harvested at least ten 
gony of peanuts and at most harvested 120. As the villagers don’t eat peanuts as a base 
food group like rice or corn, peanuts in Kirindy Village were a cash crop—the primary 
House 1 
 
House 2 
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economic driver, but only part of the cultivator's agricultural portfolio.  
 To understand the proportion of food that people grow to eat and the proportion of 
food that people grow to sell I conducted the same activity as I had in Ankarafantsika, 
only this time with corn kernels. Here it was fondly dubbed “the vahaza sikidy.”  Sikidy 
is a Malagasy religious ritual where a person with prophetic abilities arranges sacred 
seeds to predict the future of the client. As my activity consisted mostly of arranging corn 
into mysterious piles, soon people started calling me “the sikidy lady” and joking that 
foreigners could read the future of the corn harvest. 
Through this activity, it was immediately apparent that while the villagers of Kirindy 
grew more peanuts than any other crop, they kept only a small portion of this to eat. The 
opposite was the case for the corn harvest, which was the second largest crop grown (in 
one case the largest crop grown) and the majority was kept to eat. All other frequently 
grown crops such as manioc, lentils, and squash, were grown to eat and were rarely sold. 
Hence, Kirindy village grew corn as their primary food base and grew peanuts as 
investment against the seasonal shortages.  As one villager stated, “the hard time is from 
November until March…people come from Antsirabe to sell manioc, so we trade peanuts 
for manioc…I save half of my peanuts for that time.”  Another showed me a large basket 
and explained that she sold peanuts one basket at a time, when they wanted to drink 
coffee or buy some beer. She claimed they still had peanuts left over to plant during the 
beginning of the next harvest.  Not all the families were as successful at distributing their 
peanuts; another woman claimed that she still had money from peanuts in January and 
February, but “others didn't because they wasted their money without reason.” Other  
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times the success of peanuts as a short-term investment came down to luck; my neighbor 
explained to me that while he usually has money from peanuts, this season he will not 
because he had to spend the peanut money on visits to the doctor. 
 Beyond seasonal shortages, selling peanuts in Kirindy has become a system of 
long-term investment; most current inhabitants of Kirindy moved there with the plan of 
moving back to their home villages as soon as they were rich. The majority of these “new 
arrivals” come from the far south of Madagascar where dry crops like peanuts, corn, and 
manioc are commonly grown; they came to Kirindy because they heard peanuts grew 
well in this region and couldn't find enough land for their families in their homeland. 
“My dream is to buy many cows and then go back to my country. I left because there are 
no jobs, when I get a lot of money I will go back and buy a new house or an automobile,” 
said one man who had lived here five years and was already harvesting 40 gony of 
peanuts. According to most Tandroy I spoke to, you have to save up 10-20 million AR 
($5,000-$10,000) before you can go back home, and all of them I spoke to were 
determined to return. The most successful farmers could make 1,000,000AR ($500) per 
harvest; so they predicted saving enough money to go home would take between ten and 
twenty years.  I never heard of anybody returning home yet, but new families arrived 
every year looking to make money in peanuts. The Antandroy told me “we don't want to 
stay here long, we want to go home when we can,” but it was equally important to go 
home rich, as “if we can't find money, we may stay here for a long time...until we are 
old.” When I asked her if her children would stay in Kirindy, one mother said, “We're 
Tandroy! Our favorite job is planting things…but the land of my ancestors is not good, it 
is too rocky.” She said that it would be impossible for her children to farm in her 
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homeland, but she wanted them to live there after she died. Her plan was to get rich here 
in Kirindy so that her children could live in their homeland without needing to make the 
sacrifice she did and move far away from their families.  But like most future plans in 
Kirindy Village, that depended on the success of the peanuts. 
 
Seasonal Vulnerabilities and Corn Cultivation 
 Along with this reliance on a crop they cannot eat as a staple, the villagers of 
Kirindy still practice subsistence agriculture through corn cultivation—the Tandroy 
equivalent of rice.  The family I stayed with would often finish a meal of rice with a bowl 
of boiled corn; although they were already voky be (very full) they were “corn people” 
and had to eat corn at every meal.  During the course of the interviews, while every 
villager mentioned their peanut crop first as their priority and the reason they live in 
Kirindy, most of our conversations ended up being about cornfields and the paradox they 
have found themselves in regarding the forest. While peanuts are the largest crop in 
Kirindy, corn is the most widely eaten; most villagers eat corn three times a day, and at 
least two times a day even during the good times when they can afford to buy rice. “We 
have the habit of eating corn and dried manioc,” stated one villager who had recently 
moved to Kirindy to supplement his successful tanimbary in a nearby village with income 
from peanuts.  He claimed to be rich enough to eat rice every day if he wanted to (he was 
definitely an exception) but chose to eat corn because he originally came from the South 
and was simply used to it. Whether it was “the starving time” or the season of plenty, 
everybody in Kirindy Village relied on corn as their primary food. The cornfields seemed 
to be successful; as the villagers explained, this was because most of the cornfields were 
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inside the forest.  
 The first time I was shown a cornfield, I noticed that burning had created the 
field; I helped pick dried corn in a field of charred trees. When I assured my guide that I 
wasn’t a spy for the forest he laughed and told me the forest already knew that there were 
fields here. “But if you tell them my name, and they come here asking me about my field, 
I'm going to know who told my secret!” The vast majority of families I interviewed had 
cornfields in the forest rather than in the open spaces next to their peanut fields, and the 
few families that grew corn outside the forest harvested less than five gony. As one 
villager stated, “corn can grow outside the forest, but inside the forest you get a huge 
harvest.”  
 The only problem is, practicing tavy inside the forest is banned. This is a dry 
deciduous forest, and as the Reserve director told me, “The forest is very vulnerable. 
Somebody lights a match and suddenly it's all gone.”  While CNFEREF has been 
involved with Kirindy Reserve for the past ten years, according to the villagers they were 
told they were forbidden from making fields in the forest only within the past year.  In an 
attempt to manage agricultural burning close to the forest, the CNFEREF created a Forest 
Association in the village. Although the Forest Association was established in 2001, there 
are only 82 members out of the 200 adults living in Kirindy. A villager who worked for 
the Forest Association assured me “last year there were people burning the forest but this 
year there is no more. There is less burned forest than before because the government has 
terrorized them.” The only person I spoke to who thought the forest association had an 
active role in how villagers cultivated was this man who was the head of the association.  
His job is to “keep an eye on who cuts the forest and check to see who gave them the 
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authorization.” Although harvesting illicit hardwoods is forbidden, the villagers are 
allowed to cut enough wood to build their houses, and this villager was the man who 
could give them the authorization to do so. Tavy, however, is absolutely banned. 
According to him last year 3,000 hectares were burned and several people were fined, but 
nobody has been imprisoned yet. When I asked him if he always reported field burning to 
the Reserve authorities, he said, “a crocodile doesn’t eat his own friends,” and refused to 
say any more.  
 While this recent banning doesn't yet seem to have had an effect on the villagers, 
they are worried about the future. Like the villagers near Ankarafantsika, they know that 
their fields will not produce well for long if they are forced to stay in the same area. One 
villager stated he would like to expand his fields, but he's “afraid of the vahaza's forest.” 
Most villagers said that their fields are not enough and they would like to make a new 
cornfield, but they are afraid to burn the forest. Migration only exacerbates the pressure 
to expand fields. One villager who had been here 20 years said “The fields are not 
enough because my field is surrounded by other fields; it's not big enough but I can't 
expand. If I keep using my field it will die.” His field was already inside the forest but he 
also was afraid of making a new one—as were the recent newcomers who bought their 
land from people who had already left. “My field is not enough because we bought the 
fields from another person; we are scared to burn the forest, but it's too small...only four 
hectares.” The fine if a villager is caught burning the forest is 20,000AR ($10) per 
hectare. The same villager sold most of his peanut crop for 1,000,000 AR ($500)—
enough to cover the penalty of burning a new five acre field—but in an environment 
restricted to one harvest a year of each crop, that peanut money is needed for the starving 
 92 
season when the corn runs out.  
 While everyone I spoke to ate corn daily, no-one actually claimed to like it. If you 
speak with a Malagasy about rice their enjoyment of it is clear, the word for eating a 
meal, mihininambary, is literally translated into “eating rice.” But nobody who eats corn 
daily claims to like it; they explain that this is because while fresh corn is soft and 
delicious, most of the year they eat dried corn—which has to be boiled in water to be 
edible and is still hard to digest. However, dried corn can be stored without going bad for 
a long time, and if a family harvests enough, they can still be eating corn in December. 
All families that harvest corn store some corn to plant the next season; much of this store 
gets eaten when the rice-eating time following the peanut harvest is over. For example, 
one family that harvests twenty gony of corn saves up ten gony, sells ten gony, and eats 
seven of the gony they save. But this corn runs out in December, and then they have to 
buy food.  
All Kirindy villagers universally agreed that the hard time was during this time of 
buying food, starting with the beginning of the rains in December and lasting until the 
corn harvest in March. Buying food with peanut money in December is not the same as 
buying food with peanut money directly after the harvest; usually there are few peanuts 
left and food prices in Madagascar respond to the shortage by rising to their most 
expensive when the villagers can afford it the least. This means buying corn and dried 
manioc and going without meals when there's no money left. Kirindy was the only village 
out of the three that I studied where people admitted they sometimes ate nothing all day; 
a mother of three told me, “during the hardest time we may only eat hot water, like a tea 
two or three days a week...only hot water.”  However, as was the case with  
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Photo 15: Harvested peanut field. 
 
Photo 16: Field made through tavy inside the forest. 
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Ankarafantsika and Ambalambakising, they made it through this hard time by finding 
potatoes in the forest.  In Kirindy Village there were several varieties of these—while 
taovolo was a primarily a source of water, ovy was eaten as a meal in itself. In the 
highlands ovy is the Malagasy word for a small cultivatable potato; here in Kirindy 
Village, ovy was the local name for massiba.10  As was the case with the other villages, 
these forest resources were relied on heavily during the hard time. As one woman told 
me, “February is a grave time…we only eat taovolo and then one day a week we don't 
eat, only hot water. We want to die, we have to fetch ovy everyday.” 
 While no villagers here claimed that the ovy were in short supply or that the 
Reserve workers restricted where they could get ovy, it was still hard work. As they said, 
after looking for taovolo “we are full but we feel tired because the work is too hard.” 
Taovolo is difficult to find; it can only be visibly spotted when its leaves turn a red color, 
and then sometimes you have to dig a hole one meter deep to get at the edible roots of the 
plant.  It takes four hours for one trip into the forest to fetch 10 ovy—which for the 
average family size in Kirindy Village might last three or four meals.  The villagers hunt 
tenrec (similar to a possum) but it is difficult to find and they can only hunt it with any 
success during February.   The severity of the hard season is determined by this balance 
of peanut money, the corn harvest, and gathering what the forest has to offer them; 
“during February there is no corn so we go into the forest to find taovolo, we sleep 
without meals two or three days a week.” People come to Kirindy for peanuts, but corn is 
the reason that they can stay there; they rely on the forest to grow corn and also support 
them when the corn isn't enough. Even then, the “starving time” is accurately named. 
                                                
10 I made this decision based on the texture, appearance, and taste of ovy and massiba. I’m not a biologist, 
so I may be mistaken. Although some regions used the name taovolo for this same tuber, in Kirindy 
taovolo was a distinctly different tuber from massiba/ovy. 
 95 
However, throughout the course of my interviews few villagers were interested in talking 
about the hard season—when I told them I was sorry for reminding them of hard times 
they said that they didn’t care about January; in Kirindy people were worried about 
having enough water to make it through the summer. 
 
Water Shortage: Cultivating and Subsisting in a Desert 
 While I lived in Kirindy, every day I went to collect water as the sun went down. 
My host family and I would bring buckets to three or four wells; at every well there were 
already people trying to fill their buckets. “Misy rano?” (is there water?) my father 
would call out as we approached, and the answer was always “tsisy,” there is nothing.  
Some nights we walked a few kilometers to the “river,” a few stagnant pools in a dried 
riverbed. Although Kirindy Village had at least six wells and a small pond next to the 
road, seasonal water shortages were the most predominant problem that villagers faced. 
When I arrived at Kirindy for the first time and explained that I wanted to learn what it 
was like to live there, the first thing they mentioned to me was that access to water here 
was a serious problem.  I was never able to find out exactly how many wells were in the 
area; people were always digging new ones in the hopes that they would find water. The 
villagers I asked estimated between ten to fourteen dry wells surrounding the village. 
 The water that did exist outside the wells such as the river and the lake were very 
dirty—the villagers knew that this would cause them health problems, particularly 
bilharzia (schistosomiasis), a kind of intestinal worm that was common in the village 
children. Although the lake was filthy throughout, there were some cleaner pools in the 
dried riverbed that the villagers organized into drinking-water only, as opposed to the 
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bathing and washing areas where the water was limited and muddy. However, unlike the 
wells not all villagers searched for water at the river, so when the wells ran lower new 
people would come to the river and occasionally bathe in the drinking water pool, making 
it impossible to drink for the following week while the dirt resettled to the bottom.  
 Risks such as parasites and increases in malaria aside, everyday life in Kirindy 
during a water shortage is difficult, to put it mildly.  Not only the actual drinking of water 
is affected, but bathing and washing clothes as well. Cooking food is difficult as most 
foods eaten, such as rice or dried corn, needed to be cooked in water,.  In May, there was 
still some water in the wells; although the wells had two or three inches of water at 
midday, at night more water would pool at the bottom. So this meant many villagers 
would fetch water at night. As one villager explained, “We get our water from the wells. 
If the well doesn't have water we wait for it…sometimes for a long time. Until 
midnight…we are suffering about water.”   
 Water also follows seasonal shortages; after the rainy season ends in May the 
water in the wells begins to diminish until the wells are completely dry by October. Even 
at the beginning of the rainy season the climate makes gathering water a challenge, as 
“when the rain stops for a few minutes, the rain dries up in a few minutes. Only when a 
cyclone is coming is there enough because it is always raining all the time.”  As some 
villagers see it, even though February is the hardest time to get food the water shortage is 
worse, as quality of life goes down and no amount of foraging will improve a water 
shortage. As one neighbor told me, “the hardest time of the year is August to December 
because there is no rain, the peanuts and corn are finished so there is nothing to do. We 
have to wait.” 
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Photo 17: Kids checking for water in the village's only concrete well. 
 
Photo 18: Omby inside the forest. 
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If a villager has a omby-cart, they can travel twelve kilometers to Beroboka to 
fetch water, as this is the closest neighboring town that has an operating well. Kirindy 
Village has several pumps as well in the village, but all of them are broken or the well 
feeding them is dry. Nobody remembers who built the pumps—whether it was the 
government or an outside organization—but the villagers are hoping they can “bring in 
an expert” to help them build a well that will work year-round like the well in Beroboka. 
They cannot dig their existing wells any deeper by hand because the walls cave in. They 
explained to me that they need good equipment to build a better well. A month ago the 
president of the fokontany went to the Ministry of Water and Forests in Morondava to 
ask for help; the government promised them a new well, but the villagers are still waiting.  
Many are doubtful that it will ever arrive, let alone before the wells dry up completely in 
October. 
 
Reserve Meets Village: Sustaining a Relationship Through Flexible Conservation 
 While the climate, migration history, and agricultural profile of Kirindy Village 
are all parameters of contrast with the villages of Ankarafantsika National Park, the 
reason I chose to come to Kirindy was to understand the differences between the parks 
themselves—or understand these differences through the way the people can and do use 
the forest. After staying at the Forest Station and interviewing guides and the Reserve 
Director about Kirindy village, it became clear that Kirindy Reserve understands the 
relationship between the village and conservation as far more reciprocal than the public 
parks would admit. Technically, the rules regarding forest use are the same in 
Ankarafantsika and Kirindy—you can't go into the forest, and you can't take out forest 
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resources. However, management of forest is based on rules that reflect the reality of 
current forest-use. One guide stated, “we try for real cooperation with the villages, at the 
same time we have said you can't kill the animals… but you can go through the forest.”  
When asked if the forest was pressured by people going in to get taovolo he told me “The 
center part where the lemurs live is a little bit pressured, but the others are not in pressure 
because it's to help the people, for them it's a meal. Taovolo is not a pressure.”   
 It seemed to me that the authorities in Kirindy had a good understanding of not 
only how the villagers used the forest but the context behind why they chose to use the 
forest. The forest station turns a blind eye to tavy because they recognize the lack of 
alternatives for people near the forest.  Unofficially, “the villagers can use part of the 
forest, but without deforestation or cutting big trees. They can take seasonal foods like 
ovy…because we can't leave them to die.”  They do this to preserve more than just the 
villagers' immediate well-being, Kirindy Village wants to preserve the relationship with 
the villages as well. As one guide told me, “You can't press the people too hard but you 
can't leave too much either...because if you press them you become an enemy and they 
stop listening.”  And they are determined to do everything they can to make the villagers 
listen—since 2008 they have been running a campaign to raise public awareness about 
the significance of the forest and why it is in the villagers best interest to preserve it. 
They use relevant examples such as taovolo, saying “if they take ten taovolo before, we 
say take five taovolo , then there are still five and over the next year there will be five 
more.” And they repeat the lesson in as many ways as they can, as “we tell them…and 
the people accept it, but then afterwards they don't accept the rules.” 
 The Reserve Director recognized that his obstacles are rooted in the ecology of 
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the region, claiming that “the agricultural system is the true problem” because it's 
impossible to practice irrigated agriculture here “so they burn the forest and the forest 
disappears.”  Trying to educate the villagers against practicing tavy in the forest is 
complicated by Kirindy’s history of migration. The director stated, “with the immigrants 
it's hard because they don't have to stay here, they pass by and destroy during their 
passage…they move, that's their tradition, and that's their right, they don't have to stay 
but the problem is during their passage.” Every year somebody new arrives in Kirindy, 
bringing with them their own agricultural systems—and they aren't attached to the future 
of this land, they intend to use it to get rich and go back home. However, recognizing 
how culture is tied to forest-use does help direct the Reserve authorities’ attention; in 
Madagascar it is fady, or taboo, for certain ethnic groups to hunt lemurs, so you don't 
have to worry about those groups poaching lemurs. As migrants tend to settle near others 
of the same ethnic group, the problem of lemur poaching in Kirindy was geographically 
distributed. Forest authorities have problems with people on the eastern side hunting 
lemurs because they are an ethnic group from Fianarantsoa where it's not taboo for them 
to do so.  
 The Reserve tries to accommodate existing methods of conservation as well—
even though they may not have been intended as conservation. For example, the Sakalava 
people have a tradition of keeping their cattle in the forest; there is an unspoken rule that 
nobody burns forest being used for grazing. The villagers intend to burn that area after 
they have moved the cattle, but the park will jump that hurdle when it comes—as the 
park director explained to me, you can't save all parts of the forest at once; conservation 
is about prioritization and contextualization. During the political crisis of 2009 
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deforestation was rampant and it was impossible to control because the political crisis 
had exacerbated existing poverty; “the people had less money, so to feed their children 
they would sell five to six trees.” Conversely, even if the cause of a problem can be 
isolated and specified, if the relationship with the population is sacrificed to preserve the 
forest a problem can lead to a disaster—as is the case with neighboring Andranomena 
National Park, where the controlled burning of tavy turned into a devastating wildfire.  
As the park director explained, “In Andranomena…the forest was on fire. It was the 
villagers themselves, and we called the people to help put out the fire but they had 
refused because we had told them they are forbidden to go into the forest. When it was 
burning we called on them but they refused.”  He cited this example as the reason why it 
was essential that the population not only understood conservation but directly benefited 
from it. His plans for Kirindy Village was to make a stand near the entrance of the park 
where the villagers could sell things to the tourists, and thereby have “direct returns from 
conservation.”   
 Nobody running Kirindy Reserve claims that maintaining this balance hasn't 
taken some toll on the forest. Rather, in the context of the livelihoods around them, the 
pressure on the forest is more manageable. In historical perspective, Kirindy village’s 
existence itself is a measure of the deforestation that has taken place in the area. One 
guide told me “A long time ago the government gave people the forest…but that was a 
long time ago, and now Kirindy Reserve is broken. Kirindy used to be all forest as well.” 
As is the case with many places in Madagascar, vast deforestation has already 
transformed the landscape; conservation in Madagascar will always be overshadowed by 
entire forests lost. But when I asked the park director whether or not he thought they were 
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succeeding,  he said “conservation works here…it tends towards equilibrium. It's not 
really destroyed; we always have animals…and [degredation] is seasonal.”  He knows 
that in December through February the people hunt animals—because that's when food is 
the hardest to come by. And in June and July they cut wood for houses—because the 
crops are already harvested so the villagers have time to establish their homes. Knowing 
not only how the people destroy the forest but why they do it is part of how Kirindy 
Reserve understands Kirindy village—understanding Kirindy village is the foundation of 
conservation in Kirindy Reserve. 
 On my last day in Kirindy, I visited the president of the fokontany to pass on 
news from the Forest Station—the park director knew that Kirindy’s water supply was 
shrinking fast, and a German NGO had agreed to build a mechanical well before the 
water completely dried up. I told him that the park expected them to help keep the rules 
of the forest in return for the well, and waited for him to shake his fist at the park like the 
villagers in Ankarafantsika had when discussing the park. Instead, he laughed and told 
me “We have always traded with the park. That is our life here.” Then with typical 
Malagasy generosity, he insisted that I take some peanuts and tell the rest of Madagascar 
that peanuts from Kirindy are the most delicious. 
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Chapter 6 
A Space for Place: Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
No one in the world lives in general. 
 -Clifford Geertz 
 
In his critique of development The Anti-Politics Machine, James Ferguson implies 
that development fails over the long-term because it cannot account for the local 
particularities that lead to structural inequalities behind poverty. When conservation and 
development are simultaneous goals, both are compromised.  In Madagascar, 
conservation is a challenge not only because local people are still practicing tavy—
conservation is a challenge because many people in Madagascar are still subsistence 
agriculturalists, because the population is booming in an already taxed environment, and 
because the structural inequalities that colonists introduced result in environmental 
exploitation even today. Ultimately, integrated conservation and development programs 
perpetuate top-down conservation. Conversations about conservation cannot only be 
Western organizations educating the rural Malagasy about why they should conserve, 
they should also be rural Malagasy educating these organizations about why conservation 
is undesirable or even impossible. In Madagascar, ICDP projects attempt to apply their 
formula for conservation to societies that conserve the environment in fundamentally 
different ways—this mistranslation of land-use ethics has led to the failing parks and 
struggling communities that I encountered in my fieldwork. While ICDPs have attempted 
to translate the value of Western-style conservation to the communities surrounding 
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protected areas, three fundamental land-use realities for local communities have not been 
translated in return: 
R  Food security is maintained through a portfolio of coping mechanisms that 
respond to seasonal shortages, environmental degradation, and interventions from 
conservation actors. These coping mechanisms are not stubbornly rooted in 
“tradition,” they are ethnotheories created and revised through the experience of a 
community in a particular ecosystem. 
RIIK9>	;9EDEC?99ECF;DI7J?ED:E;IDEJ;GK7B7=H?9KBJKH7B9ECF;DI7J?ED"<
the park takes land-use rights, they must compensate at the level of the individual; 
community-based payments benefit the community as a whole, but do not provide 
food security for the individual.  
R-7LO?IDEJVB7PO-man's agriculture;” it is an adaptation to the ecology of a 
particular environment. Choosing to practice tavy has social ramifications 
grounded in negotiations over land-use rights between political actors.  
The success of conservation programs in Madagascar is dependent on translating cultural 
models of nature to international conservation programs. Escobar explains these cultural 
models as specific to place, as they are “based on historical, linguistic, and cultural 
processes that without being isolated from broader histories nevertheless retain a certain 
place-based specificity” (Escobar 1998: 10). He proposes an alternate definition of 
biodiversity as “territory plus culture” and affirms “the struggle for territory [as] a 
cultural struggle for autonomy and self-determination” (ibid: 72).  Historically this has 
been the case for Madagascar: as demonstrated through the Malagasy using tavy as a 
form of resistance to colonial oppression (Jarosz 1993). As the struggle between food 
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security and conservation has been fought by different actors in different ways in each of 
my study sites, analysis of conservation in these sites requires a return to each specific 
place. 
Ankarafantsika National Park 
 The difference between Ambarindahy and Ambalambakising's food security is 
temporal—one is currently facing the impossibility of continuing to provide food, and 
one is currently able to produce enough but is facing environmental pressures that may 
make it impossible to continue to do so.  One of the primary differences between the 
villages that have contributed to this is the flexibility of choice; the villagers of 
Ambalambakising still have the options of migratory work and (albeit limited) field 
expansion. Even if they were unable to expand their fields, a few would have the 
purchasing power to buy fertilizer; and ultimately each has the choice to move.  The 
villagers of Ambarindahy have very few choices left within their village to ameliorate 
their tanambary, and are limited by the park's regulations and insufficient infrastructure 
to access a good market for the resources they do have.  Their choices in migration are 
limited by land inheritance systems and their families' long-term habitation in the village.  
 The strength of being able to practice “multiple and overlapping mechanisms” to 
counter food insecurity in subsistence societies has been well-documented (Kelly 2005; 
Moseley 2001; Toillier 2011; Tucker 2007). Techniques like “crop variation, communal 
irrigation, stone terraces, plot scattering...and community food storehouses” (Wojtkowski 
2008: 1) reduce vulnerability resulting from seasonal and environmental pressures—and 
in general do not conform to modern agriculture, where monocropping and industrial 
production have become widespread.  If the inhabitants of Ambarindahy follow a 
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capitalist method of improving production of limes—consolidating resources to grow 
more limes at the sacrifice of their other crops—then they could find themselves in a 
economically advantageous but unstable position in terms of food security.  If the 
villagers expand the lime market without improving their edible crops they will lose a 
means of protection against market price shifts or natural disasters.  
 However, as their fields seem to be in a state of decline without any permanent 
solution, use of the forest could still be a means to counter insecurity.  In his study of the 
Mikea of Southwestern Madagascar, Bram Tucker states 
 The people of this region exploit the environmental heterogeneity to 
counter the climactic unpredictability...in the forest they forage for tubers, 
honey, and small game, grow maize in the slash-and-burn fields, and raise 
livestock; in the savanna they cultivate manioc and sweet potatoes, herd 
cattle, and participate in village markets. 
This economic profile is very similar to that of the inhabitants of Ambarindahy.  The 
Mikea also cultivate to lessen the pressure from seasonal periods of shortage or rainfall 
by “practicing an even mix of activities that covary positively with rainfall and activities 
that covary negatively with rainfall” (Tucker  2007: 1).  The villagers of Ambarindahy do 
this as well by combining the cultivation of rice with corn, a crop that is harvested during 
the middle of the shortages caused by the rice growing season. The forest would be their 
means of further diversifying production to counter unpredictability—if the ZUC was 
effective at providing resources for the villagers. 
 Unfortunately, that currently is not the case. The ZUC as the park perceives it is 
not useless but rather incomplete; the villagers definitely use the resources they are 
allotted, but cannot respond to vulnerabilities caused by natural disasters or falling 
market prices by taking more or a different variety of what they need.  If the coping 
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mechanism for food insecurity is not as flexible as the vulnerabilities that cause food 
insecurity, then it's not effectively coping for anything beyond the challenge of feeding 
oneself in a specific context.  If the park creates a coping mechanism in the forest that 
does not account for temporal change, the park cannot expect the villagers in and around 
the forest to “under-utilize” the forest in times of need. 
 Outside the park, the community-payment program in Ambalambakising is not 
distributed at the individual level to the villagers, and therefore is not seen as sufficient 
compensation for the agricultural land taken from them by the park. As the money 
received from tourist entry fees is distributed to the president of the fokontany, the 
projects funded by that money are long-term investments in the community—such as 
schools or wells. Fields, on the other hand, are owned by lineages or individuals, so a 
community-based payment does nothing to compensate for immediate loss of land at the 
individual level. As John Terborgh states, “subsistence farmers are not competing, they 
are surviving;” economic projects that expect livelihood replacement to result from 
investment in infrastructure assume complete immersion into a market economy 
(Terborgh 1999: 34). While the villagers I encountered were by no means completely 
isolated from the market economy, they grew or foraged most of the food they ate year-
round.  If payment systems do not compensate the community through individual 
livelihood replacement, then land-loss will result in food insecurity and failing parks. 
 
Kirindy Forest Reserve 
 Although Kirindy was by no means economically secure or immune from 
seasonal shortages, little of its food insecurity could be directly traced to the park. This is 
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because the guides and managers of the Reserve understood the dynamics of local land-
use and developed their conservation program and paradigms for success in both 
conservation and development through this local context. The Reserve director 
understood that tavy was an adaptation to the climate, and that it had also been used as a 
sign of resistance to conservation land-grabs in neighboring parks. He recognized the 
significance of cattle in both Sakalava and Antandroy cultures, and therefore not only 
allowed cattle grazing in the Reserve but attempted to incorporate them into a 
conservation technique. The guides at the park were not only familiar with the water 
shortage problems at Kirindy Village, but had been actively advocating for a 
development project for the village with a German NGO working in the Reserve. The 
guides themselves set up meetings between the president of Kirindy’s fokontany and 
employees of this NGO—the result was a development project that would meet an 
immediate need in a timely way.  
 Ultimately, conservation in Kirindy Reserve was a compromise. Agriculture in 
Kirindy flows across park boundaries to provide food security during seasonal shortages 
for the local inhabitants; in turn the villagers acknowledge prioritized areas for 
conservation and respect them as “untouchable areas.” This translation across sets of 
ecological, economic, and social categories is the future of ICDPs. There is a growing 
academic consensus in conservation discourse that ICDPs in the twentieth century have 
failed; McShane and Wells argue that overly optimistic goals riding on weak assumptions 
about the best way to develop a local community are at the heart of the problem 
(McShane and Wells: 2004). I would argue that these assumptions are a direct result of 
non-reciprocal communication between international conservation programs and the 
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communities that experience conservation daily. Overgeneralization has been a fault both 
in translating conservation objectives to local communities, and in oversimplifying 
“traditional” Malagasy land-use. As such, my final conclusions are site-specific 
recommendations for Ankarafantsika National Park. 
  
Recommendations for a Developing Park 
 There is no “rural village” in Madagascar that can be used to characterize all the 
rest; the combination of Madagascar's human and ecological diversity make it impossible 
for any two villages to be exactly the same, each grows and survives in its own way with 
its own history of doing so. However, the value of comparing two villages that share a 
significant attribute is that the attribute can be turned inside out and examined in a 
different light. In the case of Ambarindahy and Ambalambakising, one can provide a 
hypothetical “alternate reality” to the other—if the park had not existed, Ambarindahy 
would likely have developed in a similar fashion to Ambalambakising. The villagers 
would have used their resources to find the best terrain and (with significant manpower 
and effort) prospered—gradually deforesting the area around them until the 
environmental consequences led them to move somewhere else. It is this kind of rapid 
land-use that motivates conservationists, as: 
Focusing on Madagascar’s biophysical features, its unique nature, lures well-
intentioned environmentalists and conservationists into portraying the island as a 
victim in need of protection from Malagasy victimizers. From this perspective, 
the Malagasy seem only to burn and kill, kill and burn, on their oblivious road to 
destruction (Kaufman  2001: 2). 
If integrated conservation programs are created to stop the “burning and killing” of the 
environment without making provisions for the land-use systems that this “burning and 
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killing” represents for the villagers, the resulting insecurity will lead to empty 
conservation promises and a park that is being hollowed out from illegal land-use.   
 Ankarafantsika National Park uses two integrated conservation techniques to 
attempt to replace the villagers' previous use of the forest. In the case of 
Ambalambakising, this is a community-based payment system that provides annual 
rewards for “continued compliance” with the park's regulations. However, if the land-use 
changes that result in food insecurity are not paired with land-use rights that can 
compensate for insecurity, behavioral change will not last, despite payments made to the 
community.  Land-use rights adjusted for conservation are what Ankarafantsika National 
Park uses as an integrated conservation technique in Ambarindahy—while they are 
currently unsustainable for the villagers, land-use rights are more likely to prevent food 
insecurity at the individual level. The effectiveness of these land-use rights should 
therefore be a first priority for the park if they want to prevent immediate illegal land-use.   
In light of this study, these land-use rights should be revised to become more flexible to 
seasonal changes and current environmental threats.    
When I met with a park representative to present my research and explained that 
the regulation restricting massiba harvesting would either significantly increase hunger or 
increase illegal land-use because it was restricting the villagers during seasonal food 
scarcity, she told me that the park had tried to compensate by introducing a cultivatable 
wild yam in the village, but they had not accepted it because of their “traditional beliefs” 
about massiba.  Tradition is a force in agriculture just as it is in most aspects of culture, 
but the villagers' resistance to the wild yam is vastly oversimplified by invoking tradition. 
I explained their reasoning might have been that massiba didn't take up any of their 
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cultivatable land, as it only grows in the forest, and that they were currently using all the 
land they had to survive. She said they had been worried about competition with the lime 
trees, and wouldn't listen when the park told them that they would not compete. I then 
tried to explain how important the limes were to the villagers, but that they were 
comfortable planting manioc with the lime trees and if the park could explain that yams 
were like manioc (frequently cultivated with lime trees) they might have more success.  
The first thing that needs to change in the park for more effective land-use 
policies is the mentality that the villagers are obstinately resisting conservation due to 
“tradition;” in an ecotourism pamphlet the park claims that “poverty…is one of the main 
threats to the environment,” and that “this poverty is primarily economic, but it is also 
cultural, being strongly linked to a lack of information, education, and awareness.” 
Categorizing the existing agricultural techniques in the region as “cultural poverty” gives 
no credit to the historical adaptation of agriculture to the environment; the techniques 
used in both villages have been adapted and refined by generations of Malagasy.  The 
continual revision of “traditional” agricultural techniques can classify them as 
ethnotheories of cultivation, which are “continually perfected by individual perception, 
even as individual perception remains limited. This suggests that traditional 
environmental knowledge may be accurate despite individuals’ perceptive limits” 
(Tucker 2007: 162).  While the individual's explanation of why they grow corn during the 
rainy season may be because their ancestors have done so, their ancestor's reasons most 
likely were that corn can be harvested when rice provides the least food.  If the park does 
not acknowledge that current agricultural techniques are environmental adaptations 
before imposing regulations that limit these adaptations, they cannot hope for success 
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with these regulations. 
 Madagascar's endemic species evolved in a ecosystem that did not include human 
influence. As such the most effective way to preserve these species is to remove human 
influence—if humans had never landed on the “Great Island” then maybe lemurs close to 
the size of a man would still live in the forest with the also-extinct giant ostrich. But 
Madagascar has already acknowledged that a park without people is not conserving the 
current ecosystems that have been permanently changed by man.  Yet, if self-
congratulation of the rejection of the “fortress model” creates a maladjusted “prison 
model” of integrated conservation, conservation will be equally unsuccessful. 
Ankarafantsika National Park allowed villages to remain in the park under the promise 
that they could fulfill their basic requirements for life. In the case of Ambarindahy, they 
cannot reliably feed themselves because the regulations of the park make it impossible to 
continue subsistence agriculture. To fufill their promise, the park should immediately 
promote foraging and stewardship of control-burned areas so that massiba can also be 
relied upon as a food source in the future (Tucker 2007: 178).  In the next few years the 
park must revise land extension regulations and improve the road; as the villagers 
themselves stated, “the best way would be to find a way to sell the limes...and use 
fertilizer that is efficient and corresponds with conservation.”  The park cannot hope that 
people will leave in the face of immediate shortage rather than illegally enter the park—
their families and livelihoods are in Ambarindahy and have been for generations. 
 In the case of Ambalambakising, future prevention of food insecurity is equally 
necessary for the protection of the park. Primarily, profits from the payment system 
should not be restricted only to community development projects such as schools—
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children will not go to school if they have to help feed their families.  Secondly, a land-
use program similar (if more restricted) than Ambarindahy's ZUC should be created to 
allow the periphery zones to benefit from the natural resources of the forest that they had 
access to as recently as ten years ago; people who have created an ethnotheory of how to 
easily improve their lives and guard against insecurity by use of the forest will not 
hesitate to do so under the mild threat of an insufficient patrol system.  
 If an integrated conservation model is to succeed, it must create a culturally-based 
land-use program that can work simultaneously to conserve the species and landscapes 
that humanity so values and threatens. The establishment of Ankarafantsika National 
Park as an attempt to integrate the people who “value and threaten” the forests of 
Northwestern Madagascar into its preservation is an acknowledgment of the importance 
of these populations. My fear is that the park will continue to pride itself on recognizing 
the existence of these populations without also acknowledging the knowledge of the 
forest and perspectives of the park that only these groups can provide.  However, I feel 
my experience there is a good sign that my hopes rather than fears will be the future of 
Ankarafantsika.  
 When I first arrived at the park I was greeted with the kind of suspicion that rises 
naturally in response to a 21 year-old university student claiming she wants to talk to 
rural villagers about what they eat. As I explained my study, this suspicion was replaced 
by mild aggression about the purposes of my research, and whether or not I intended to 
threaten the park if the results were unfavorable, as they already knew there were 
problems with food insecurity inside the park. Despite my reassurances that my study 
was designed to only try to represent the villagers' opinions on their own lives, I don't 
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believe the park representatives really believed me until I presented my research at the 
end of the study.  As I explained the compounding threats of erosion and field fertility 
and how massiba was the current solution to Ambarindahy's struggle to keep their homes, 
the park representative eagerly wanted to know what the villagers wanted to do to keep 
the massiba levels in the forest high, and promised to present my suggestion of 
introducing the cultivatable yam as a crop that would not threaten their “economic 
lifeboat” of lime trees.  
  Currently, Ankarafantsika National Park is struggling to stay funded from year to 
year, particularly since the sudden withdrawal of foreign aid following the political crisis 
in 2009.  Based on my personal experience, if the park did not have to be concerned 
about threats to their own precarious continuation—like the one they assumed I posed—
they would have the capacity to actually listen to the villages that were there long before 
the park was created and want to be there despite the challenges the park has posed for 
them. Unfortunately, the park did not seem to be equally concerned with the future of the 
villages on the periphery, and had visibly less interest in the suggestions of the villagers 
of Ambalambakising. Hopefully with time this perception of an “impermeable park” will 
change to incorporate the knowledge of the periphery villages. As the Malagasy say, 
Madagascar is the land of mora mora11—change is happening, but all things that happen 
on the Great Isle unfold one step at a time.  
 
                                                
11  The word mora is translated as both slow and sweet, hence the meaning of the mora mora is moving 
both slowly and sweetly, or that to move slowly is how to move sweetly. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Definitions of Malagasy and Madagascan Terms: 
Taxi-Brousse: Most popular form of long-distance transport in Madagascar; a small bus 
usually filled with an astounding number of people and the occasional chicken (or goat.) 
Manioc: A cultivatable tuber commonly grown throughout Madagascar. 
Vazaha: Although it's literally translated as “white-foreigner,” this is the term for all 
foreigners. 
Fady: Roughly translated as taboos, decided by lineages, lifestyles, or political groups. 
Tanambary: Rice paddies, in contrast to Tanamboly, which are all fields where crops 
are grown. 
Massiba: A species of wild yam that cannot be cultivated and is frequently foraged for by 
the villagers of both Ambarindahy and Ambalambakising. 
Kapoka: Usually a kapoka is an empty condensed-milk can, a little more than typical cup 
measurement 
Tayy: Slash-and-burn agriculture, used to create a new field. 
Manadoro: Also a way to use fire to improve field fertility, used seasonally on existing 
fields. 
Baibo: Part of the “breadbasket of Madagascar,” provides seasonal work for 
Ambalambakising. 
 
 
Illustration 2: Growing and Harvest Seasons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: Here, the two reported times of shortage are represented by the blue circles, size 
corresponding to the severity of the shortage. According to this diagram, shortages 
generally correspond to times when the crops are growing, with periods of harvest as 
times of plenty. 
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Table 1: Family Profiles of Ambarindahy 
 Number of 
People in 
Household 
Time in 
Village  
Number of 
Gony of 
Rice/Harvest 
Number of 
Zebu Owned 
Number of 
Chickens/ 
Other Fowl 
Family 1 4 Born Here 5 0 3 
Family 2 4 Moved Here  3 8 
Family 3 7 Born Here, 
Parents Born 
Here 
6 to 7 0 0 
Family 4 8 Born Here 5 5 0 
Family 5 3 Husband Born 
Here, Wife 
Moved Here 
5 0  
Family 6 9 to 15 Moved Here 25 
Years Ago 
20 4 4 
Family 7 5 Wife Born 
Here, Husband 
Moved Here 
  0 
Family 8 6 Born Here 2 0 3 
 Table 2: Family Profiles of Ambalambakising 
 Number of 
People in 
Household 
Time in 
Village  
Number of 
Gony of 
Rice/Harvest 
Number of 
Zebu Owned 
Number of 
Chickens/Othe
r Fowl 
Family 1 11 20 Years  20 1 0 
Family 2 3 4 Years 10 0 0 
Family 3 2 1 Year 10 1 (Pig) 22 
Family 4 4 Born Here 30-50 2 0 
Family 5 7 10 Years  10 (Manioc)   
Family 6 13 3 Years 6 0 2 
Family 7 8 21 Years 50 4 20 
Family 8 2 2 Years 20 0 1 
Family 9 15 Born Here  10 40 
Family 10 9 6 Years 6 to 8 (Corn) 0 1 
Family 11 7 6 Years 30 2 9 
Note: Some boxes have been left blank because I honestly don't know that information 
about that family; each family was different in revealing personal details about their 
household to me, so I could only ask questions according to the context of the interview. 
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Table 3: Family Profiles of Kirindy Village 
 Number of 
People in 
Household 
Time in 
Village 
Number of 
Gony of 
Peanuts 
/Harvest 
Number of 
Zebu Owned 
Number of 
Chickens and 
Other Fowl 
Family 1 4 4 Years 40 0 0 
Family 2 5 1 Year 10 0 10 
Family 3 10 11 Years 71 80 140 
Family 4 8 20 Years 50 10 3 
Family 5 5 7 Months Don't Yet 
Know 
0 0 
Family 6 Varies 2 Months 12 0 30 
Family 7 2 2 Years 16 0 1 
Family 8 5 2 Years 80 (Corn) 2 7 
Family 9 3 5 Years 40 120 13 
Family 10 5 25 Years 20 4 12 
Family 11 6 6 Years 30  1 20 
Family 12 1 16 Years 15 0 0 
Family 13 4 4 Years 120 2 2 
Family 14 10 6 Years 100 4 10 
Family 15 7 6 Years 80 14 30 
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Ambarindahy Land-Use Map: 
 
While I was at the Research camp at Ankarafantsika, the research director offered to photocopy the land-
use map in the GPT’s land-use manual. Though the map’s clarity has been limited by the technology 
available (no color photocopies), it gives a general idea of how the park organizes the ZOC and ZUC. 
Ambarindahy and its ricefields can be found in the upper left, all other zones are places where resources 
can be harvested. Listed in the key are places where raffia can be harvested, places to forage masiba (faritra 
fakana masiba), and places to get firewood (faritra kitay), among other resources.  
 
